














Women

The Preamble of the UDHR reaffirms the equal rights of men
and women along with human dignity and value. Article 2
emphasizes that everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms
set forth in the UDHR, without distinction of any kind, including
gender. In addition, Article 25, paragraph 2 stipulates that
motherhood and childhood are entitled to special care and
assistance. There are also provisions related to the rights of

women in the ICCPR and the ICESCR.

Meanwhile, North Korea ratified the CEDAW on 27 February
2001, and in a report that combined the second, third, and fourth
periodic reports submitted to the UN Committee on the
Elimination of Discrimination against Women (hereinafter in this
chapter the Committee) in 2016, North Korea self-evaluated that
North Korean women, “as full-fledged masters of the society,
with fully exercised equal rights with men in all fields of politics,
the economy, social and cultural life, [perform] great feats in the
efforts for the prosperity of the country.”®4° North Korea

emphasized in the report that it has adopted the Law on the
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Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Women in 2010 to
further enhance the status and role of women by more thoroughly
ensuring women’s rights in all areas of social life, has pursued
consistent policies to guarantee gender equality, and strictly
prevents all forms of discrimination against women.®50 In
addition, North Korea stated in the 2019 UPR report that overall
maternal health in North Korea has improved, and presented
gender equality and ensuring the rights of all women and girls as
one of its national SDG goals in the VNR Report submitted in
2021.85" However, the UNHRC condemned the unequal access to
employment for women and discriminatory laws and regulations
against North Korean women in its resolution adopted at the 49th
session held in 2022,852 and the UN General Assembly also
expressed very serious concerns about violence and discrimination
against women in North Korea in the resolution on North Korean

human rights adopted at the 76th session held in 2022.853

Accordingly, in this chapter, whether women’s rights have
actually improved in North Korea is examined based on the

testimonies of North Korean defectors.

849_UN Doc. CEDAW/C/PRK/2-4 (2016), para. 2.
850_/bid., para. 11.

851_DPRK, “Democratic People’s Republic of Korea Voluntary National Review on
the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for the Sustainable Development,”
pp. 23-24.

852_UN Doc. A/HRC/RES/49/22(2022), para. 1 (b).
853_UN Doc. A/RES/76/177(2022), para. 2 (a) (xiii).
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North Korea prohibits “all forms of discrimination against
women” through the Law on the Protection and Promotion of the
Rights of Women. However, the customary distinction and
exclusion based on gender still seem to directly and indirectly
restrict North Korean women from exercising their basic

freedoms on an equal basis with men.

(1) Stereotype of Male Superiority and Fixed Gender
Roles

It has been found that, despite North Korea’s claims of
institutional efforts to mitigate or abolish discriminatory customs
and practices against women, fixed gender roles, particularly for
women, remain ingrained in the minds of North Koreans

regardless of gender.

It has been found that North Korean people do not recognize
misconceptions in terms of stereotypes about gender roles.®54 A
North Korean defector in his 20s who defected in 2020 separated
men’s roles from women’s roles, saying that women should be
good at housework, give birth to and raise children well, and
respect their husbands, while men should have the ability to earn

money and lead their family.855 A North Korean defector in his

854_NKHR2023000012 2023-05-30.
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40s who defected in 2022 testified that a husband and wife should
not talk impolitely to each other and women should respect their

husbands even if they fail to perform the duties of a man.856

Women also have perceptions of fixed gender roles. A North
Korean defector in her 30s who defected in 2019 testified that
women are responsible for housework,8%’ and for women,
marrying well is better than obtaining three college degrees.58 It
is said that women who earn a living are still responsible for
child-rearing,85° and women are criticized when male family
members work in the kitchen.860 Testimony has been collected
stating that some women refuse to allow men to participate in

household chores.861

Gender discrimination in education has been found to be
closely related to stereotypes and social perceptions of the roles of
men and women and is not grounded in laws or institutions. For
example, a North Korean defector in her 20s who defected in
2019 testified that her married aunt was criticized by others as
being a “crazy woman” when she entered and studied at a

graduate school in Pyongyang.862 On the other hand, testifiers

855_NKHR2021000019-2 2022-06-26.
856_NKHR2022000032 2022-07-23.
857_NKHR2022000028 2022-07-04.
858_NKHR2022000026 2022-06-26.
859_NKHR2022000013 2022-06-10.
860_NKHR2022000019 2022-06-16.
861_NKHR2022000034 2022-08-08.
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have reported cases in which social conventions have been
challenged. A North Korean defector in her 50s who defected in
2019 testified that she let both her son and daughter study,263 and
a North Korean defector in her 20s who defected in 2019 testified
that her father, who used to say that he wished he had a son when
the testifier was a child, told her that his daughters, college
graduates whom he raised and is proud of, are worth as much as a

son.864

It has been found that stereotypes of women prevent them from
enjoying cultural life to a certain extent. A North Korean defector
who defected in 2019 testified that, due to deeply rooted
patriarchal perceptions, women are prohibited from riding
bicycles or motorcycles, particularly in rural areas.6> On the
other hand, it has been reported that participation in leisure and
recreational activities such as going on hot spring trips and skiing
depends on financial capabilities®¢® and is not related to gender
discrimination.867 However, rural areas have been found to be
less open to changes in gender stereotypes and social perceptions

toward women. It is said that feudal ways of thinking remain

862_NKHR2022000021 2022-06-21.
863_NKHR2022000012 2022-06-10.
864_NKHR2022000026 2022-06-26.
865_NKHR2022000042-2 2023-07-31.
866_NKHR2022000026 2022-06-26.

867_NKHR2022000018 2022-06-15; NKHR2022000022 2022-06-21; NKHR2022000025
2022-06-23; NKHR2022000028 2022-07-04.
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unchanged in rural areas, ultimately leading to severe gender
discrimination against women.868 Testimonies have been
collected reporting that the level of gender discrimination differs
depending on the region. For example, a North Korean defector
who defected in 2019 testified that gender discrimination is more
severe in Hyesan than in Pyeongseong, where women are more
economically active.869 A North Korean defector who defected in
2021 testified that the social status of men remains higher than
that of women because conditions are favorable for men in terms

of income-generating activities.87°

Many testimonies have been collected reporting that the
increase in women’s economic power has increased the value of
women®’"! and weakened the idea of male superiority to some
extent. It is said that, these days, more women are engaged in
economic activities and more men participate in childcare as well
as housework, such as cooking and doing laundry.872 Several
testifiers have commented that the preference for sons over

daughters has significantly decreased recently.®’3 A North

868_NKHR2021000019-2 2022-06-26.
869_NKHR2023000004 2023-04-12.
870_NKHR2023000038 2023-05-27.

871_NKHR2023000001 2023-04-07; NKHR2023000010 2023-05-15; NKHR2023000019
2023-08-02; NKHR2023000061 2023-07-29.

872_NKHR2022000004 2022-05-20; NKHR2022000005 2022-05-25; NKHR2022000008
2022-05-27; NKHR2022000022 2022-06-21; NKHR2021000024-2 2022-06-28;
NKHR2023000007 2023-04-19.

873_NKHR2022000005 2022-05-25; NKHR2022000013 2022-06-10.
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Korean defector in her 60s who defected in 2019 testified that
people’s negative attitudes toward having daughters have
changed greatly and there is even a saying “giving birth to a
daughter is like giving birth to a heart and giving birth to a son is
like giving birth to an appendix”; however, the testifier also said
that there are still people who prefer having a son because it is the
son who takes care of their parents when they grow old.874 In
addition, some testifiers have reported that institutional protection
of the rights of women has been promoted since Kim Jong Un
came to power. Lectures and sermons on gender equality are
conducted on 3 July (the date on which the Gender Equality Law
was promulgated) and on International Women’s Day (8 March)
to promote gender equality,®’5 and it is understood that Mother’s
Day (6 November) was established as a policy to show respect for
women and raise awareness of women-related issues.8’¢ On the
other hand, a testifier criticized the Women’s Union, saying it is
using women like shock troops (dolgyeogdae) for the Party rather

than implementing projects for women.77

Of note is that the perception of gender roles of the younger
generation is gradually becoming differentiated from that of the

older generation in North Korea. It has been found that the

874_NKHR2021000017-2 2022-05-26.
875_ Ibid.

876_NKHR2021000024-2 2022-06-28.
877_NKHR2021000017-2 2022-05-26.

472 | White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea 2023



younger generation believes that both men and women should do
housework together.878 Moreover, testimony was collected
claiming that the general perception of male-female relationships
has changed due to the influence of South Korean dramas.87° It
can be inferred from defector testimonies that attitudes toward
gender roles and male dominance over women have been
weakening in North Korea due to the influence of the younger
generation. Several testifiers have said that the younger
generation in North Korea is different from their parents’
generation;28% North Korean society has changed to one where
men can no longer ignore women because women have become
breadwinners,28! and although stereotypes remain, many men
and women do housework together.882 In addition, an increase in
the number of women engaging in economic activities and men
participating in housework has led to a change in the attitudes of

the older generation to a certain extent.

878_NKHR2022000002 2022-05-18; NKHR2021000023-2 2022-05-31; NKHR2022000010
2022-06-09; NKHR2022000025 2022-06-23; NKHR2023000003 2023-04-11.

879_NKHR2021000019-2 2022-06-26.

880_NKHR2022000007 2022-05-25; NKHR2022000010 2022-06-09; NKHR2022000034
2022-08-08; NKHR2023000001 2023-04-07; NKHR2023000003 2023-04-11.

881_NKHR2019000077 2019-09-25; NKHR2022000008 2022-05-27.

882_NKHR2022000007 2022-05-25; NKHR2022000008 2022-05-27; NKHR2021000019-2
2022-06-26: NKHR2022000034 2022-08-08.
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A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that, in

North Korea, husbands beat their wives if their wives are  NKHR2023000004
unable to earn money, and men always make remarks that 2023-04-12
belittle or blame women.

A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 said that
he/she had heard statements like “Men should not cry” and
“You should not sit like that because you are a girl.”

NKHR2023000012
2023-05-30

A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 said that,
although women'’s status has improved within the family, the
deep-rooted perception of gender roles makes it challenging
to bring about a significant improvement in the social status of
women.

NKHR2023000042-2
2023-08-01

(2) Restrictions on Women'’s Political Participation
and Social Entry

In the report combining the second, third and fourth periodic
reports submitted to the Committee in 2016, North Korea
emphasized that North Korean women enjoy equal status with
men in political and public life.883 In addition, North Korea
claimed in the 2019 UPR report that it has implemented measures
to appoint competent women to lead posts and that the proportion
of women leaders at departments of ministries and ministry-level

institutions significantly increased in 2018.884

However, the 2021 Report of the Secretary-General on the
situation of human rights in North Korea submitted to the UN

883_UN Doc. CEDAW/C/PRK/2-4 (2016), paras. 75-83.
884_UN Doc. A/HRC/WG.6/33/PRK/1 (2019), para. 66.
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General Assembly pointed out that there is “an overwhelming
lack of women in the country’s highest decision-making bodies,
including the Central Committee of the Worker’s Party [---] and
the Cabinet,”885 and recommended North Korea to take necessary
measures “to increase the number of women within the state’s

highest decision-making bodies.””886

In reality, North Korean defectors have reported that the entry
of women into political and public spheres has increased since
Kim Jong Un came to power. For example, North Korean
defectors have testified that women with Party membership are
unconditionally appointed as officials,87 with many women
serving as judges, MSS agents, MPS officers,8® and military
officers,®8° and the number of female deputies in the SPA has
also increased.®%? In addition, many testimonies have been
collected reporting that there are many women who work as
managers, work unit heads, or team (bunjo) leaders at enterprises

and cooperative farms because anyone can take these positions as

885_UN Doc. A/76/242 (28 July 2021), para. 26.
886_UN Doc. A/76/242 (2021), para. 55 (i).
887_NKHR2022000003 2022-05-19.

888_NKHR2021000023-2 2022-05-31; NKHR2022000012 2022-06-10; NKHR2022000022
2022-06-21; NKHR2021000019-2 2022-06-26; NKHR2021000024-2 2022-06-28
and many other testimonies.

889_NKHR2022000028 2022-07-04.

890_NKHR2022000016 2022-06-11; NKHR2022000022 2022-06-21; NKHR2022000023
2022-06-22; NKHR2022000027 2022-07-01; NKHR2022000028 2022-07-04
and many other testimonies.
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long as they have the ability to work.8%! A North Korean defector
who defected in 2020 testified that the number of women who
serve as secretaries, Party workers, and entry-level Party
secretaries in Chongjin, North Hamgyeong Province has
increased. According to the testifier, the approval rating for
female candidates for positions such as team leaders and
managers is high and approximately 30% of managers working in

the city are women.892

It is said that women’s political participation has increased with
Kim Yo Jung’s appearance on the political scene.893 According
to North Korean defectors, the reasons for the strengthening of
women’s social participation are both the implementation of state
policy to appoint female officials®?4 and changes in social
perceptions derived from social discussions about gender equality
and the higher social status of women,85 an increase in the
number of women with superior abilities,896 and a newly
emerged social attitude that women can do anything that men can

d0.897

891_NKHR2022000026 2022-06-26; NKHR2022000028 2022-07-04; NKHR2023000061
2023-07-29.

892_NKHR2021000024-2 2022-06-28.
893_NKHR2022000030-2 2023-05-04.

894_NKHR2022000012 2022-06-10; NKHR2022000022 2022-06-21; NKHR2022000030
2022-07-22.

895_NKHR2022000012 2022-06-10.
896_NKHR2022000028 2022-07-04; NKHR2022000030 2022-07-22.
897_NKHR2021000019-2 2022-06-26.
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The existence of a discriminatory belief that factors such as
appearance and personal connections, rather than work ability,
affect women’s appointment as officials and the fact that North
Korean women tend to internalize gender-discriminatory attitudes
are problematic. Male North Korean defectors have testified that
the more attractive a woman is, the more successful she will be in
her business,3%8 and female North Korean defectors have reported
that women can be appointed as officials only when they have a
good background (songbun) and have a family member who is
trusted by the Party (e.g. her husband in a high position).8%?
Testimonies stating that appearance and personal connections
play an important role in the appointment of female officials
indicate that discriminatory attitudes exist in response to women’s

social advancement.

Meanwhile, testimonies have been collected reporting that there
is still a predominance of men in political agencies,??? it is
difficult for women to engage in politics,??" and a perception

exists that men should be given priority for high-ranking positions

898_For instance, according to a North Korean defector who defected in 2019,
North Koreans lack awareness about misconceptions regarding gender roles. In
other words, most women perceive that tasks such as childcare are primarily
their responsibility, and it is uncommon for husbands to take on these
responsibilities. The testifier also said that everyone has the perception that
men are superior to women. NKHR2023000012 2023-05-30.

899_NKHR2022000002 2022-05-18; NKHR2021000017-2 2022-05-26.
900_NKHR2023000007 2023-04-19
901_NKHR2022000042-2 2023-07-31.
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such as Party officials.?%? Furthermore, there was testimony
stating that, for women to become officials, they must have a
diverse range of qualifications such as military experience, Party
membership, and a college degree.?%3 In other words, despite
improvements in policies and systems, there are still significant

barriers for women to ascend to high-ranking political positions.

A North Korean defector who defected in 2020 testified that
the judge of a military trial that the testifier had attended in
2012 was a woman. The judge was sent from Pyongyang for
the trial, and while others were wearing military uniforms, she
was wearing plain clothes.

A North Korean defector who defected in 2020 testified that a
large number of MPS officers and judges working in
Pyongyang are men, and women are occasionally selected as
People’s jurors. There are women who serve as the chair of
the Women’'s Union, the chairs of the Urban and Rural
Management Committees, and the directors of Commercial
Management Offices. Women serving as the chairman of local
People’s Committees are not unheard of. In 2016, the
chairman of the local People’s Committee of OO County was a
woman. The number of female soldiers in Unit 131 stationed in
Pyongyang has been increasing. The number of female military
officers is also on the rise, and there are even female generals.
The number of women in the military is somewhat limited
because female soldiers are discharged at the age of 26. There
are a few female majors, lieutenant colonels and colonels;
most women are discharged at the rank of second or first
lieutenant.

NKHR2021000023-2
2022-05-31

NKHR2021000025-2
2022-06-30

902_NKHR2023000009 2023-05-10; NKHR2023000014 2023-07-26.
903_NKHR2023000019 2023-08-02.
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A North Korean defector in her 50s who defected in 2019
testified that the proportion of female officials working in politics
has increased. According to the testifier, women with Party
membership are unconditionally appointed as officials and
actively participate in politics. Because women are said to be a
force that pushes ahead one of the two wheels of the state,
people accept that women can be officials; women serve as the
heads of neighborhood (dong) offices and the chairman of the
Women’s Union. It appears that the proportion of female officials
in Provincial Party Committees has been gradually increasing.

A North Korean defector in her 50s who defected in 2019
testified that there are many women working at Party
organizations thanks to increased social discussion about gender
equality and the higher social status of women. The testifier's
female schoolmate from college worked at the Provincial Party
of OO County, the Organization and Guidance Department of
the KWP, and then became the dean of a teachers’ college.

A North Korean defector in her 40s who defected in 2019 testified
that, while there were no female officials in the past, there are
some these days, although not many. The testifier had not seen a
female judge or female prosecutor, but there were female MPS
officers and female candidates running in the election for deputies.
A North Korean defector in her 40s who defected in 2019
testified that there are female managers and appointed
officials in North Korea. When the testifier attended meetings
for the heads of various institutions, there were many women
in high-level positions and a few men. It seems that many
women are appointed as managers or officials because they
are smart and good at flattering and pleasing the authorities.

A North Korean defector in her 20s who defected in 2019
testified that she has not seen a female prosecutor but has seen
many female judges. Since Kim Jong Un came to power, the
number of female MSS agents and MPS officers has increased,
and women'’s social participation has been encouraged. There
were many female candidates running in the election of deputies
for the SPA and the regional election held in 2019.

A North Korean defector who defected in 2020 testified that
there are female battalion commanders and high-ranking female
officers in the military. There are many female MPS officers, but
not many female MSS agents. The number of women working in
the military and political agencies has increased compared to the
past. In the past, there was a belief that women should not work
in these areas, but today, there is a perception that women can
do anything that men can do. There are a few women who are
the chair of farm management committees; there are also
female managers running state—run enterprises.

NKHR2022000003

2022-05-19

NKHR2022000012

2022-06-10

NKHR2022000013

2022-06-10

NKHR2022000016

2022-06-11

NKHR2022000021

2022-06-21

NKHR2021000019-2

2022-06-26
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A North Korean defector in his 30s who defected in 2020
testified that he has not seen a female judge or prosecutor but
has seen female lawyers. There are women working in the
Ministry of State Security, and women are employed at a
Prosecutors’ Office to work as bookkeepers who support
prosecutors. Today, approximately 30% of employees of
political agencies are women. There are many female
managers, Party secretaries, Party workers, and entry-level
Party secretaries. Appearance is an important factor in doing
business or working as a woman. Women are good at doing
business. The approval rating for female candidates for
positions such as team leaders and managers is high.

A North Korean defector in his 20s who defected in 2021
testified that, today, women are recommended to various
positions mainly because of Kim Jong Un’'s policy. It seems
that the change began with Kim Yo Jung’s appearance on the
political scene. Women are good at doing business, so
restaurants are mostly run by women and high—level positions
in most state—run enterprises are held by women.

A North Korean defector in his 40s who defected in 2022
testified that it is not easy for women to hold high-level
positions at work. For women to be promoted, they should
have good looks and personal connections with officials who
can support them.

NKHR2021000024-2
2022-06-28

NKHR2022000030
2022-07-22

NKHR2022000032
2022-07-23

(3) Family Life Centered on Male Heads of

Household

A traditional patriarchal structure is maintained in North

Korean family life. In North Korea, only men can become the

“head of the household,” and it is found that overall family life is

carried out centered on the male “head of the household.”

However, many testimonies have documented that recently, the

patriarchal characteristics of North Korean families have

weakened, and the status of the head of a household (husband) is

changing. Many North Korean defectors testified that these
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changes are due to an increase in women’s voices in family life
that results from the increase in their economic activities and
cases in which women function as breadwinners for their families,
rather than institutional factors such as the enactment of the Law

on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Women.?%4

Many testifiers have reported that the divorce rate has been
rising in North Korea.?%% There was testimony stating that, while
the husband’s drinking or violence remains the main reason for
divorce, the increase in women’s economic activity has led to an
increase in infidelity cases, which has contributed to the rise in
divorce in North Korea.?%¢ It seems that women’s economic
power is creating a small rift in the solid patriarchal structure of

North Korean society.

It is said that divorce is possible when married life becomes
impossible due to a spouse’s adultery, alcohol, violence, or opium
or drug (bingdu) abuse.?%7 Many testifiers have reported that,
while getting a divorce is very difficult due to the complicated

process,?%8 it can be expedited if money is paid as a bribe.?%?

904_ NKHR2021000026-2 2022-05-18; NKHR2021000023-2 2022-05-31; NKHR2022000012
2022-06-10; NKHR2022000019 2022-06-16; NKHR2021000019-2 2022-06-26.
NKHR2022000028 2022-07-04; NKHR2023000001 2023-04-07; NKHR2023000019
2023-08-02.

905_NKHR2023000007 2023-04-19; NKHR2022000018-2 2023-08-29.
906_NKHR2023000004 2023-04-12.

907_NKHR2021000017-2 2022-05-26.

908_NKHR2022000009 2022-06-05; NKHR2021000025-2 2022-06-30.
909_NKHR2022000004 2022-05-20; NKHR2022000016 2022-06-11; NKHR2022000021
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While the amount required to be paid is not fixed, with one
testifier saying 30 million North Korean won,?'% and another
saying 700 dollars,'! what is true is that a large amount of money
is required. In North Korea, women are usually considered at fault
for getting a divorce regardless of which party is actually
responsible for it, and there is a social climate that condemns
divorced women.?'2 Accordingly, North Korean women prefer to
enter a common-law relationship rather than a formal marriage;
cases of “contract marriages” in which two people get married

after living together for a few years have also been reported.?'3

Especially, a North Korean defector who defected in 2019
testified that it is common for young couples to cohabitate and
then break up, and the trend among young couples today is to
cohabitate for two to three years and register their marriage only
when they think they could continue living together.?'# There was
also testimony claiming that half of those who get married do not
register their marriage.?'> Cases have been reported in which

couples have a child while living together without getting

2022-06-21; NKHR2021000024-2 2022-06-28; NKHR2021000025-2 2022-06-30
and many other testimonies.

910_NKHR2021000011-2 2022-05-31.

911_NKHR2022000008 2022-05-27.

912_NKHR2022000007 2022-05-25.

913_NKHR2022000008 2022-05-27; NKHR2022000016 2022-06-11.

914_NKHR2020000025 2020-07-06; NKHR2023000003 2023-04-11; NKHR2023000004
2023-04-12; NKHR2023000007 2023-04-19; NKHR2023000014 2023-07-26.

915_NKHR2019000077 2019-09-25.
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married officially?'® or finally register their marriage once a child
is born.?'7 There was also a testifier who said that he/she did not
feel the need to register his/her marriage because rations are not
given to those who get married.?'® Some North Korean defectors
testified that many North Korean couples live together without
registering their marriage because divorce is costly and
time-consuming?'? Testimony was documented that due to a
rapid increase in the number of children born out of wedlock, Kim
Jong Un issued a policy in June 2018 that instructed birth
certificates to be issued for all children born out of wedlock.?20
There was also testimony stating that the authorities send both
divorced men and women to a labor training camp

(rodongdanryundae) to prevent divorce.??!

In addition, it has been found that the age of marriage has
increased.2? It is said that economically affluent people tend to
get married, if ever, at an older age because they do not feel the

need to get married or are not interested in getting married.923

916_NKHR2023000009 2023-05-11.
917_NKHR2023000001 2023-04-07; NKHR2023000010 2023-05-15.
918_NKHR2023000014 2023-07-26.

919_NKHR2022000042-2 2023-07-31; NKHR2022000018-2 2023-08-01; NKHR2023000019
2023-08-02.

920_NKHR2019000035 2019-06-03.
921_NKHR2023000061 2023-07-29.
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NKHR2020000006 2020-05-15; NKHR2020000045 2020-10-31; NKHR2022000011
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(4) Double Burden of Housework and Social Labor

North Korean authorities claim that they have ensured the
conditions for women’s equal social entry through the social
welfarization of housework and childcare. The authorities also
claim that efforts have been made to provide women with good
working conditions and welfare facilities in factories and
enterprises so that women could do their work without any

inconvenience.9%4

According to defector testimonies, North Korean men share the
burden of housework because they are dependent on women’s
economic power, and not because the social welfare infrastructure
has expanded to support women’s equal opportunity and status. It
has also been found that the phenomenon of women bearing the
double burden of housework and participating in economic
activities to maintain a livelihood persists in North Korea. While
women’s decision-making power has expanded with their
increased engagement in economic activities through
marketplaces (jangmadang), their burden has also increased with
the increased responsibility of running a business,?2> and the
perception that women, regardless of their hard work in the

workforce, still have to respect and obey their husbands continues

923_NKHR2022000008 2022-05-27; NKHR2022000018 2022-06-15.
924_UN Doc. A/HRC/WG.6/33/PRK/1 (2019), para. 69.
925_NKHR2022000028 2022-07-04.
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to be influential in North Korean society.??¢ A North Korean
defector in her 40s who defected in 2020 said that she had taken
full responsibility for childbirth, housework and child-rearing
while working as a nurse without any help from her husband, who
had been in public office.?27 Cases have been reported of women
quitting good jobs because of the perception that the first priority

for women should be taking care of household chores.928

While economic activities and housework already represent a
substantial labor burden, North Korean women have little free
time to rest. This is because they need to participate in Life
Review Sessions (saenghwalchonghwa), study sessions and labor
mobilization campaigns carried out on a daily basis by
organizations such as the Women’s Union.?2? A North Korean
defector in his 20s who defected in 2021 testified that People’s
Units (inminban) comprised only of women and the Women’s
Unit particularly impose a heavy burden on women because these
organizations send their members to shock troops (dolgyeogdae)

or power plant construction sites to work.?3°

926_NKHR2022000019 2022-06-16.
927_NKHR2022000022 2022-06-21.
928_NKHR2022000018 2022-06-15; NKHR2022000021 2022-06-21.

929_Kyung-ok Do et al, Human Rights Situation of Women and Children in North
Korea (Seoul: KINU, 2016), p. 16.

930_NKHR2022000030 2022-07-22.
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(1) Domestic Violence

The Committee had expressed concern that North Korea does
not recognize the seriousness of domestic violence and is not
taking any protective or preventive measures against such
violence. In response, North Korea enacted in the Law on the
Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Women provisions that
prohibit domestic violence and stipulate protective measures.
However, no specific amendments to the Criminal Law have been
made on this matter, and no major changes have appeared in

reality.

Most North Korean defectors testified that although domestic
violence is widely common, it is rare for public authorities to
intervene due to the social climate in North Korea that defines
domestic violence as a problem that needs to be resolved within
the household. According to many testimonies, when domestic
violence occurs, the People’s Unit chief or MPS officers pay a
visit to stop the fight, but nothing much is done besides that and
the family members are left to resolve the problem themselves.?3'

In North Korea, people tend to be indifferent to the issue of

931_NKHR2021000008-2 2022-05-26; NKHR2021000017-2 2022-05-26; NKHR2022000005
2022-05-25; NKHR2022000008 2022-05-27; NKHR2022000010 2022-06-09;
NKHR2022000013 2022-06-10; NKHR2022000028 2022-07-04 and many
other testimonies.
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domestic violence because they consider it a matter to be resolved
within individual families,?3? and there is little awareness among
people about reporting domestic violence.?33 Many testifiers
reported that people’s lack of awareness about reporting is due to

the absence of an institutional mechanism to prevent violence.?34

On the other hand, testimony was collected stating that an
abuser will be sent to a prison camp (kyohwaso) for one to two
months on the grounds of domestic violence if the victim sustains
a serious injury, such as a head injury or a broken arm or leg, 935
and another testimony was collected reporting that an abuser will
be punished if the victim becomes disabled as a result of the
abuser’s use of a weapon.?36 Testimony has been collected
stating that there are some women who have been severely beaten

by their husbands and still do not want to have them punished.?37

Domestic violence against women is widespread in North
Korea due to reasons such as economic hardship, adultery,

alcohol, and the use of narcotics,?38 while children are also

932_NKHR2022000010 2022-06-09; NKHR2022000013 2022-06-10; NKHR2022000032
2022-07-23.

933_NKHR2021000025-2 2022-06-30; NKHR2022000016 2022-06-11; NKHR2022000034
2022-08-08.

934_NKHR2023000001 2023-0407; NKHR2023000004 2023-04-12; NKHR2023000007
2023-04-19; NKHR2023000009 2023-05-10; NKHR2022000042-2 2023-07-31
and many other testimonies.
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exposed to domestic violence.?3?

There is a deeply rooted distorted belief that domestic violence
and family discord are the fault of the woman involved.?4? There
are no shelters for victims of domestic violence. As such, it has
been found that women exposed to domestic violence are not

protected by the state or society.

However, recently, there were some testimonies claiming that
domestic violence is on the decline as women’s economic power
and their voice within the family have grown stronger. It is said
that men tend to restrain themselves from using violence since the
livelihood of families is possible mostly due to women’s
economic activities and women no longer tend to endure abuse

but rather end their marriage.®*'

While female North Korean defectors hold the position that the
greater economic power of women was the major reason for the
decline in domestic violence against women in North Korea, male
North Korean defectors hold the position that the decline is a

result of the change in people’s perceptions due to “civilization.”

The difference in perception between people in urban and rural

2022-05-18; NKHR2022000005 2022-05-25; NKHR2022000034 2022-08-08.

939_NKHR2021000011-2 2022-05-31; NKHR2022000023 2022-06-22; NKHR2022000027
2022-07-01.

940_NKHR2021000017-2 2022-05-26; NKHR2021000019-2 2022-06-26.

941_NKHR2020000016 2020-07-04; NKHR2022000004 2022-05-20; NKHR2022000028
2022-07-04.
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areas can also be found regarding the issue of violence. A North
Korean defector in her 50s who defected in 2019 testified that,
unlike in the countryside, in cities, women have greater influence
in various decision-making situations, thus cases of women being
victims of domestic violence have decreased.’#? Testimonies
have been collected reporting that the younger generation regards
violence as an uncivilized behavior and tends to refuse marriage.
A North Korean defector in her 30s who defected in 2019 testified
that younger North Korean men are slightly better behaved as
they came to regard destroying property and beating their family

members as “low-level behavior.”243

There were also testimonies reporting that while it is difficult to
divorce in North Korea, it is possible to divorce because of
domestic violence.?*4 A North Korean defector who defected in
2019 testified that he/she witnessed many people printing
photographs of themselves at his/her photo studio that could be
used as evidence of domestic violence.?4> These photographs,
together with the relevant medical certificates, can be used in

finalizing a divorce.246

942_NKHR2022000012 2022-06-10.
943_NKHR2022000026 2022-06-26.

944_NKHR2022000010 2022-06-09; NKHR2022000016 2022-06-11; NKHR2022000028
2022-07-04.

945_NKHR2022000025 2022-06-23.
946_NKHR2022000016 2022-06-11.

1. Women | 489



(2) Sexual Exploitation and Violence

In the combined second, third, and fourth periodic reports
published in 2016, North Korea emphasized that sexual
exploitation and violence against women are strictly addressed
based on relevant provisions in the Criminal Law (Article 287 on
the crime of prostitution, Article 279 on the crime of rape, and
Article 281 on the crime of sexual intercourse with a minor) and
that the crime of introducing and distributing corrupt culture
(Article 183 of the Criminal Law) is heavily punished to prevent
any encouragement of sexual exploitation.?4” Moreover, North
Korea stated that it guarantees the protection of the identities of
victims of sexual violence and provides relief for damages in
accordance with the Law on Compensation for Damages.?48
However, it has been found that North Korea still does not
properly recognize the seriousness of violence against women,
and as a result, protective and preventive measures for victims are

not functioning properly.

In fact, it is very difficult to identify the actual cases of sexual
violence in North Korea as sexual violence mostly occurs in
secret, and victims are highly likely to be reluctant to disclose
their case. In addition, cases have been reported in which the

parties involved in sexual violence did not recognize that sexual

947_UN Doc. CEDAW/C/PRK/2-4 (2016), paras. 66-70.
948_/bid., para. 71.
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violence had occurred because of a lack of awareness. However,

in this regard, defector testimonies confirm a number of concerns.

First of all, sexual harassment is not considered a serious
offense in North Korea. A North Korean defector in his 30s who
defected in 2020 testified that sexual harassment is considered a
common occurrence in North Korea.?? There are cases in which
rape cases are not disclosed to the public in consideration of the
victims’ future.?5% On the other hand, it has been reported that
rape victims often experience secondary victimization by people
who sneer at them or spread rumors about them and cases occur in
which rape victims report their cases as assaults due to feelings of
shame and social stigmatization.?>' Many testimonies have been
collected stating that rape is recognized only when the act is
accompanied by physical violence and occurs between strangers
and is not recognized when the act takes place between

acquaintances.?>2

The recently amended North Korean laws on sexual violence
show the seriousness of sexual violence and problems of sexual
awareness in North Korea. While the Criminal Law of 2015

stipulated in Article 297 that a person who commits rape shall be

949_NKHR2021000024-2 2022-06-28.
950_NKHR2021000017-2 2022-05-26.
951_NKHR2021000008-2 2022-05-26.

952_NKHR2022000011 2022-06-10; NKHR2022000021 2022-06-21; NKHR2022000023
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subject to up to 5 years of correctional labor punishment, and,
when the case is serious, the person shall be subject to 5 years or
more and up to 10 years of correctional labor punishment, the
severity of the punishment for sexual violence was reduced in the
amended Criminal Law of 2022. Accordingly, Article 319 of the
amended Criminal Law of 2022 stipulates that a person who
commits rape shall be subject to up to 4 years of correctional labor
punishment, and a person who commits multiple rapes or is
involved in a gang rape shall be subject to 4 years or more and up
to 9 years of correctional labor punishment. Moreover, the “crime
of sexual intercourse with a minor under the age of 15,” which
was provided for in Article 281 the Criminal Law of 2015, was
amended to the “crime of sexual intercourse with a female under
the age of 15” in Article 321 of the Criminal Law of 2022. This
change in the name of the crime demonstrates that the law
overlooks the gender-neutral nature of sexual violence against

children.

Although physical violence is not involved, it seems that there
are many cases in which women experience sexual exploitation or
suffer damage as a result of hierarchies of power. A North Korean
defector in his 20s who defected in 2020 testified that, in the
military, when a male superior rapes a female subordinate, only
the female soldier is transferred to another unit or discharged.
According to the testifier, “the incident becomes an issue only

when the female victim dies, and surviving rape victims usually
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are not able to complain anywhere or hold their assailant

accountable.”953

Another problem that should be noted is the lack of education to
prevent sexual violence. As a result, it seems that some North
Korean women do not sufficiently perceive the seriousness of the
issue although they themselves have experienced or witnessed

sexual violence or were exposed to the risks of sexual violence.

(1) Punishment for Repatriated Female Defectors

In 2014, the COI recommended North Korea to “respond
immediately and effectively to trafficking in women and address
the structural causes that make women vulnerable to” these
violations.?># In addition, in 2017, the Committee expressed
concern over repatriated female defectors for being punished for
illegal border-crossing, being subject to sexual violence and
forced abortions and being deprived of a fair trial, and

recommended that North Korea take corrective measures.?>5

However, it has been found that North Korean authorities make

no effort to address the structural causes that make female

953_ /bid.
954_UN Doc. A/HRC/25/63 (2014), para. 89 (i).
955_UN Doc. CEDAWY/C/PRK/CO/2-4 (2017), para. 46.
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defectors vulnerable to human trafficking (i.e., the inevitability of
using human trafficking as a means to cross the border) and
continue to punish women who have been the victims of human
trafficking.?® It is understood that this is because North Korean
authorities consider these women “criminals” who have
committed the crime of illegal border-crossing and not victims of
human trafficking based on the fact that these women had been
aware in advance that they would be subjects of human

trafficking.®>7

In general, the level of punishment is determined based on the
length of the defectors’ stay in China.?58 It has been found from
the testimonies of female defectors who have recently defected
from North Korea that the severity of punishment for forcibly
repatriated female defectors has increased since Kim Jong Un
came to power. A North Korean defector in her 50s who defected
in 2019 said that victims of human trafficking used to be sent to
labor training camps (rodongdanryundae), but recently they are
sent to prison camps (kyohwaso) for five to ten years.?>? While

the punishment imposed on the victims of human trafficking is

956_NKHR2016000117 2016-07-26.

957_NKHR2017000014 2017-04-10; NKHR2017000058 2017-07-31; NKHR2017000094
2017-10-23; NKHR2017000100 2017-10-23; NKHR2018000020 2018-04-09;
NKHR2018000021 2018-04-09; NKHR2018000025 2018-04-09; NKHR2019000042
2019-07-01.

958_NKHR2016000131 2016-08-09; NKHR2016000133 2016-08-09.
959_NKHR2019000076 2019-08-26.
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severe, testimonies have been collected reporting that it can be
avoided through bribery. A North Korean defector who defected
in 2019 testified that even the issue of human trafficking can be
solved by paying bribes.?60 In contrast, testimony has reported
that the punishment for forcibly repatriated defectors was severe
until 2019, with these defectors being sentenced to two to three
years of correctional labor punishment and those who had served
in the military being sentenced to 10 years of imprisonment in a
prison camp (kyohwaso), and this punishment could not be
avoided through bribery.?¢" Another testimony stated that those
engaged in the brokerage of defectors are strictly punished
because the act is also connected to South Korea and China.
According to a North Korean defector, the broker who arranged
his/her defection in late 2019 was sent to a political prison camp
(kwanliso) in early 2020 and died in custody despite paying
50,000 yuan as a bribe.?62

(2) Human Rights Violations in the Process of Forced
Repatriation and Investigation

One of the most serious human rights violations against women

conducted by North Korean authorities is the practice of forced

960_NKHR2020000006 2020-05-15.
961_NKHR2023000021 2023-08-04.
962_NKHR2023000019 2023-08-02.
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abortions during the forced repatriation process as well as
inhuman treatment in the investigation process. As criticism by
the international community grew over cases in which forcibly
repatriated pregnant female defectors were forced to have
abortions or to leave their newborn children unattended to die,
North Korea is found to have allowed such women to give birth in
some regions and attempted to hand over the newborn children to
their Chinese fathers. However, cases have been reported in
which testifiers have witnessed or heard of incidents where
forcibly repatriated female defectors who are pregnant with the
babies of Chinese men were forced to undergo an abortion in the

process of repatriation.?63

Another serious problem is the so-called “uterus examination,”
which is not only humiliating but also very unsanitary. The
examination is conducted during a body search for money, secret
letters or secret documents. A substantial number of female North
Korean defectors who have experienced forcible repatriation
testified that they received such an examination at detention
facilities such as the MSS detention centers (guryujang) and the
MSS holding centers (jipkyulso).264

963_NKHR2017000047 2017-07-03; NKHR2017000099 2017-10-23; NKHR2017000128
2017-12-18; NKHR2017000058 2017-07-31; NKHR2017000104 2017-10-23;
NKHR2017000130 2017-12-18.
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In its 2019 UPR report, North Korea stated that “the Education
Strategy for Reproductive Health (2014-2018) and the Action
Programme for Health of Newborns (2015-2016) were
implemented with success,” and as a result, “maternal mortality
(per 100,000 live births) decreased from 62.7 in 2014 to 53.2 in
2017.7965 In the report, North Korea also specified that “the
period of maternity leave was extended to 240 days and all
provincial maternity hospitals were modernized,” and
consequently, “conditions for good health and the recovery of
women who gave birth and the nutritional status of the child”
have improved.?66 Thus, North Korea stated that the overall
institutional environment for maternal health has improved.
However, it is not clear whether such institutional measures have
actually led to the improvement of women’s right to health. In this
chapter, the details of the actual situation of North Korean
women’s right to health are examined in terms of women’s health

and maternal health.

(1) Women’s Health

It is well known that many North Korean women suffer from

965_UN Doc. A/HRC/WG.6/33/PRK/1 (2019), para. 69.
966_ /bid., para. 71.
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poor health conditions including malnutrition and anemia
resulting from economic difficulties that have continued since the
1990s, excessive labor to support the livelihood of their families,
and psychological burden caused by increasing responsibility for

their families.

Contraception and abortion also appear to be factors that impair
the health of women of childbearing age. According to the 2017
MICS survey, the intrauterine device (IUD), which is called a
“loop” in North Korea, is the most common method of
contraception used among North Korean women.?%7 Although
IUDs need to be replaced every few years, it seems that many
North Korean women use one for a longer period of time, and
cases have been reported in which women suffer from
gynecological diseases because of this.?68 Many testimonies on
cases of side effects among women using IUDs, such as vaginal
bleeding and pain, have been collected.?®® In this regard,
testimonies have been collected reporting that some women use
Implanon, a subdermal implantable contraceptive that is more
expensive than an IUD, because it has fewer side effects. A North

Korean defector in her 50s who had lived in Pyongyang and

967_Central Bureau of Statistics of the DPR Korea and UNICEF, DPR Korea Multijple
Indicator Cluster Survey 2017, Survey Findings Report, (Pyongyang: Central
Bureau of Statistics and UNICEF, 2017), p. 46.

968_Geumsoon Lee et al., Right to Health in North Korea (Seoul: KINU, 2018), pp. 38—
39.

969_NKHR2022000005 2022-05-25; NKHR2022000007 2022-05-25; NKHR2022000026
2022-06-26.
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defected in 2019 testified that her acquaintance had an Implanon
inserted and paid 60-70 dollars for the procedure.?’? A North
Korean defector in her 30s who had lived in Chongjin, North
Hamgyeong Province and defected in 2019 testified that these
days, many North Korean women use Implanon instead of IUDs

because the latter often causes bleeding.?”"

In the 2021 VNR report, North Korea stated that the contraceptive
prevalence rate was 78.2% in 2014 and 70.3% in 2017, and the
percentage of women who have an unmet need for family
planning was 7.0% in 2014 and 6.6% in 2017. North Korea also
reported that it has been implementing a five-year National
Reproductive Health Strategy since 2017 in collaboration with the
United Nations Population Fund (hereinafter UNFPA).972 Taking
into consideration testimony reporting that there are people in
North Korea who are aware of and take birth control pills,?73 it
appears that birth control pills have been introduced to North

Korea.

With respect to male contraception, some testimonies have
been collected reporting that the testifiers learned about condoms

through South Korean dramas or books.?’# However, most

970_NKHR2022000005 2022-05-25.
971_NKHR2022000018 2022-06-15.

972_DPRK, “Democratic People’s Republic of Korea Voluntary National Review on
the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for the Sustainable Development,” p. 24.
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testifiers said that they had never heard of or seen condoms,

indicating a very low awareness of male contraception.®”>

The North Korean Law on Medical Care prohibits abortions
except for those necessary to protect the mother (Article 28 of the

Law on Medical Care).

Many testimonies have been collected reporting that, because
abortions are illegal, they are performed by retired doctors at their
home or private doctors at patients’ homes, rather than in
hospitals.?”® However, one testimony reported that both private
doctors and hospitals perform an abortion when a pregnant
woman requests it, arguing that abortions are not illegal.®’” It has
also been reported that, while unmarried women tend to have
abortions at home because they do not want to leave any record,
married women have abortions in hospitals if possible.9”8
Testifiers also said that an increase in the number of women
engaged in business who start a relationship with a man to protect

their business?’? and an increase in the number of women having

974_NKHR2022000011 2022-06-10; NKHR2021000019-2 2022-06-26.

975_NKHR2022000008 2022-05-27; NKHR2022000012 2022-06-10; NKHR2022000022
2022-06-21; NKHR2022000026 2022-06-26; NKHR2022000027 2022-07-01.
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NKHR2022000021 2022-06-21; NKHR2022000022 2022-06-21; NKHR2022000023
2022-06-22; NKHR2022000026 2022-06-26 and many other testimonies.

977_NKHR2023000010 2023-05-15.
978_NKHR2022000021 2022-06-21.
979_ /Ibid.

500 | White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea 2023



an affair with a financially affluent married man have contributed
to a rise in abortions.?80 It is said that an abortion is the best
option in a social environment in which it is difficult for single
parents to get married®®! and for single mothers to raise a child on
their own.82 In addition, cases have been reported in which
people who were unable to have an abortion ultimately abandoned
the newborn children. %83

Meanwhile, some testifiers have claimed that they have heard of
some, but not many, cases of women dying during an abortion.984
It has been found that North Korean people do not pay much
attention to medical accidents that might occur while having an
abortion in a private house with insufficient medical equipment

and are not fully aware of the risks of abortion procedures.

It has been found that the situation regarding the use of sanitary
pads has improved, with an increase in the number of women
using disposable sanitary pads instead of pieces of clothes or
gauze cloth. A North Korean defector in her mid-50s who
defected in 2019 testified that in the past, people used pieces of
gauze cloth as sanitary pads, but now people buy disposable

sanitary pads.?®> A woman in her late 40s who defected in 2019

980_NKHR2022000008 2022-05-27.
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also testified that young people use disposable sanitary pads.®6 It
has been reported that sanitary pads made in China can be
purchased for one to three yuan, and sanitary pads produced in
North Korea are sold at various prices, ranging from 2,000 to
7,000 North Korean won. While some testifiers said that many
North Korean women use pieces of gauze cloth as sanitary pads
because disposable ones are too costly,?®” the majority of
testifiers claimed that most North Korean women today use
disposable sanitary pads. Many testimonies have been collected
reporting that sanitary pads made in North Korea were expensive
and of low quality in the early days of production,?88 but they are
now preferred to those made in China because they are more
affordable (approximately 3,000-5,000 North Korean won per
pack), functional, and produced in various shapes in neat
packaging.?®° It has been found that women living in cities and/or
who are members of the younger generation are more likely to

consider disposable sanitary pads a daily necessity.

985_NKHR2020000024 2020-07-06.
986_NKHR2020000028 2020-07-06.
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(2) Maternal Health

North Korea guarantees various institutionalized benefits for
pregnant women to ensure maternal health care.?0 Childbirth is
free of charge, maternity leave is guaranteed for women, and there
are provisions in law such as one that prohibits night work by
women who are pregnant or have newborn children. However, it
appears that in reality, North Korean people still do not receive

sufficient support during pregnancy and childbirth.

One of the most important indicators related to maternal health
is the maternal mortality rate. As mentioned earlier, in its 2019
UPR, North Korea announced that its maternal mortality per
100,000 live births decreased from 62.7 in 2014 to 53.2 in 201
7.991 1t is a positive sign that North Korea’s maternal mortality
has fallen by nearly 10 deaths per 100,000 over three years, but

the number is still high from an international point of view.

Nevertheless, the claimed decline in maternal mortality seems
to indicate the improvement in the care and support provided for
pregnant and childbearing women. First of all, the number of
pregnant women receiving antenatal tests is estimated to be higher
than in the past. In this regard, the 2017 MICS survey conducted
by UNICEF reported that among North Korean women who gave
birth sometime between 2015 and 2017, 99.5% said that they had

990_ Geumsoon Lee et al., Right to Health in North Korea (Seoul: KINU, 2018), pp. 34-37.
991_UN Doc. A/HRC/WG.6/33/PRK/1 (2019), para. 70.
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at least one antenatal test during their last pregnancy, and 93.7%
responded they had at least four antenatal checkups.?92 While the
survey results indicate that most respondents had received
antenatal tests during their pregnancy, defector testimonies appear
to show that the percentage of women receiving antenatal tests is
not as high as that reported in the survey. Nevertheless, in recent
KINU surveys, the majority of female testifiers have claimed that
they had received medical check-ups during pregnancy while
living in North Korea.??3

In addition, it has been reported that recently North Korean
women mostly give birth at hospitals or maternity hospitals.?%4
On the other hand, testimonies have been collected stating that
there are still many cases in which women give birth at home.?9>
These home births are attended by private doctors or unqualified
midwives. However, giving birth to a child in an environment that
is not properly equipped with necessary medical instruments

would inevitably result in a lower emergency response rate than

childbirths in hospitals. This practice is considered to be one of
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Central Bureau of Statistics and UNICEF, 2017), p. 52.

993_NKHR2022000001 2022-05-13; NKHR2022000006 2022-05-25; NKHR2022000013
2022-06-10: NKHR2022000016 2022-06-11; NKHR2022000026 2022-06-26.

994_NKHR2022000001 2022-05-13; NKHR2023000010 2023-05-15; NKHR2023000014
2023-07-16; NKHR2023000015 2023-07-27.

995_NKHR2021000026-2 2022-05-18; NKHR2022000004 2022-05-20; NKHR2022000006
2022-05-25; NKHR2022000013 2022-06-10.
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the factors that cause the relatively high maternal mortality rate.

Whereas North Korean law stipulates that childbirth is free of
charge, North Korean defectors have commonly testified that one
must pay certain fees to give birth. A North Korean defector in his
50s who defected in 2019 testified that he gave approximately
100,000 North Korean won to the doctors who performed a
caesarean section on his wife for their meal expenses.??¢ A North
Korean defector in her 30s who defected in 2019 testified that
most North Korean women inevitably give birth at home because
the cost of childbirth in a hospital is usually more than 300 yuan,
including a general fee of 200 yuan and the cost of medication
that individuals must bear.??” While differences have been found
regarding the amount depending on the time the testifiers gave
birth to their children, the testifiers commonly said that they had

paid a separate fee to doctors for delivering their children.

Lastly, North Korean authorities claim to have extended the
period of maternity leave to 240 days from the previous 180 days
in 2015 and emphasized the implementation of such revision in its
2019 UPR report.%?8 In this regard, many testimonies have been
collected reporting that the use of maternity leave is well observed

and that pregnant women are exempted from mobilization.?%°

996_NKHR2022000001 2022-05-13.

997_NKHR2022000008 2022-05-27.

998_UN Doc. A/HRC/WG.6/33/PRK/1 (2019), para. 8.

999_NKHR2023000014 2023-07-26; NKHR2022000042-2 2023-07-31; NKHR2022000018-2
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However, taking into consideration testimony reporting that paid
prenatal and postnatal leave are meaningless as not many women
keep their job after marriage,'%% additional observations are
required to identify the effectiveness of maternity leave as a

policy to support women.

As stated in the preamble of the CEDAW, discrimination
against women violates the principles of equality of rights and
respect for human dignity. Discrimination against women not
only impedes women from participating in political, social,
economic, and cultural life on equal terms with men but also
hinders the prosperity of society and families and the complete
development of women’s potential. North Korea claims that it has
incorporated the concept of discrimination defined in the
CEDAW into its Law on the Protection and Promotion of the
Rights of Women and prohibits all forms of direct and indirect

discrimination against women.

In recent surveys, many testifiers have reported that many
North Korean women are now working in various sectors

including politics and economics, and the number of women who

2023-08-01.
1000_NKHR2018000057 2018-07-02.

506 | White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea 2023



are appointed as officials has increased. In addition, many
testifiers have claimed that all workers, including female workers,
are treated differently based on their rank and ability, and gender
discrimination does not exist in relation to remuneration or wages.
However, women’s participation in public and political spheres is
more visible in the middle to lower strata of society, and the
limitations become more pronounced as they move up to higher
positions. Nevertheless, testimonies claiming that women’s rights
have been institutionally promoted in North Korea require
continued observation. In addition, in recent surveys, testimonies
have been documented that women’s voices have become
stronger within the family due to the improvement of their
economic power and that values supporting gender equality are
gradually spreading among the younger generation. Moreover,
there were also testimonies claiming that domestic violence is on
the decline as today men are often dependent on women’s
economic power. The major reason for this decline differs
between female and male North Korean defectors; while the
former believe that women’s increased economic power is the
major reason, the latter believe that the decline is a result of the
change in people’s perceptions. In particular, testimonies have
been collected claiming that the perception of violence has
changed, especially among the younger generation, and violence
is now considered a disqualification for marriage. The change in

the perception of violence, which is reportedly found across
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genders and different age groups, requires continued observation.

Despite North Korea’s claims of institutional and legal efforts
to mitigate or abolish discriminatory customs and practices
against women, fixed gender roles and discrimination against
women have been found to remain in the attitudes of North
Korean people regardless of gender. This discriminatory mindset
and tolerance of domestic violence have been found to be more
widespread in rural areas than in cities. Reported cases of people
challenging and overcoming these social conventions are a result
of individual efforts. North Korean authorities need to continue
their endeavors in resolving the structural problems that cause

discrimination and violence against women.
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Children

Children require special protection and consideration, including
appropriate legal protection, due to their physical and mental
immaturity.'%%" The CRC, which was unanimously adopted at the
UN on 20 November 1989 and took effect on 2 September 1990,
is distinct from previous international documents related to
children in that it fully recognizes children, who had long
remained as the targets of protection, as the subject of these rights.
Part 1 (Articles 1-41) of the CRC stipulates the rights of children
and the duties of the State Parties. Part 2 (Articles 42-45)
prescribes the Committee on the Rights of the Child (hereinafter
in this chapter the Committee) and country report system and Part

3 (Articles 46-54) sets forth the signature, ratification, accession

1001_The ICCPR stipulates that “every child shall have, without any discrimination as
to race, colour, sex, language, religion, national or social origin, property or
birth, the right to such measures of protection as are required by his status as
a minor, on the part of his family, society and the State” (Article 24, paragraph
1). The ICESCR stipulates that “special measures of protection and assistance
should be taken on behalf of all children and young persons without any
discrimination for reasons of parentage or other conditions” (Article 10,
paragraph 3).
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and amendment procedures, etc. The rights set forth in the CRC
are largely composed of the right to survival, protection,

development and participation.

Rights of the child required for basic life: right to enjoy adequate
living standards; right to live in a safe residence; and right to
sufficient nutrition and basic medical services.

Right of the child to be protected from a harmful environment
including all forms of abuse and negligence, discrimination,
violence, torture, conscription, unjust criminal punishment,
excessive labor and substance and sexual abuse.

Rights of the child to realize his or her maximum potential including
the rights to receive education, enjoy leisure, engage in cultural life
and acquire information, and enjoy freedom of thought, conscience
and religion.

Rights of the child to actively participate in the activities of a
country or local community including the freedom of expression
and the right to join organizations or participate in peaceful
assemblies.

North Korea ratified the CRC on 21 September 1990, and the
CRC took effect with respect to North Korea a month later on 21
October 1990. Moreover, North Korea ratified the Optional
Protocol to the CRC on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution,
and Child Pornography on 10 November 2014, which took effect
on 10 December 2014.

The States Parties to the CRC are required to submit a CRC
implementation report to the Committee (Article 44). North Korea
submitted its first report in February 1996, its second report in
May 2003, its integrated third and fourth reports in December
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2007, and its fifth report in April 2016. The Committee completed
its preliminary review of North Korea’s fifth report in February
2017 and held a main review session in September 2017 to
publish the Concluding Observations that address its concerns and

recommendations to North Korea.

In the fifth report to the Committee, North Korea stated that
“children in the DPRK fully enjoyed their rights and their welfare
was promoted at a higher level under the policy of love for
children of the Supreme Leader Kim Jong Un.”'902 Moreover,
the report emphasized that it had implemented several measures,
including the enactment of the Law on the Protection of the
Rights of Children (2010) and the Law on General Education
(2011), the promulgation of the Ordinance on the Enforcement of
Universal 12-year Compulsory Education (2012), and the
establishment of the Korea Association for Supporting the

Children (2013).1003

In its 2019 UPR report, North Korea reported that it has
successfully implemented measures to promote children’s
well-being.'994 Moreover, in the 2021 VNR report, North Korea
self-evaluated that it has made considerable progress in reducing

child mortality.'995 Since Kim Jong Un came to power, North

1002_UN Doc. CRC/C/PRK/5 (2016), para. 7.
1003_ /bid., paras. 8-10, para 17, para 21, para 25.
1004_UN Doc. A/HRC/WG.6/33/PRK/1 (2019), paras. 61-64.

1005_DPRK, “Democratic People’s Republic of Korea Voluntary National Review on
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Korea has reported, through various forms of media, that it has
improved the educational environment and conditions, expanded
modern cultural welfare facilities, and established large children’s
hospitals to promote growth and improve the nutrition of children.
However, defector testimonies indicate that these policies have

not been implemented uniformly.

(1) Continued Inadequate Protection of Children and
Orphans

Low birth rates have also become an important social problem
in North Korea. To address this problem, North Korean
authorities have introduced policies such as providing subsidies to
multi-child households and establishing additional childcare

facilities.

A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that
households with five or more children receive a subsidy from the
state, and he/she was told that, recently, a new subsidy program
was launched so that a subsidy is provided to households with
three or more children. The testifier added that, in addition to state
subsidies, his/her family received notebooks and school supplies

from the state on an irregular basis.’%%¢ Another North Korean

the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for the Sustainable Development,” p. 19.
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defector testified that, in North Korea, parents with multiple
children are treated as heroes who are able to participate in contests
for heroes and receive some assistance from the state.'%%7 In
contrast, a North Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified
that there are no benefits from the state for raising multiple
children, and, unlike in the past, recently married couples tend to

have only one child due to economic difficulties.'?08

After Kim Jong Un came to power, facilities for orphans have
been improved in an effort to strengthen the state’s social
responsibility for children and orphans. However, it appears that
these facilities have not been managed in a detailed and

systematic manner.

A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 said that new
orphanages and orphans’ nurseries (yugawon) were constructed in
North Korea because Kim Jong Un issued an instruction to build
new orphanages and orphans’ nurseries (yugawon) in 2017.1009
Furthermore, a North Korean defector who defected in 2018
testified that many orphans’ kindergartens (aeyugwon) and
secondary academies have been built throughout North Korea in
accordance with Kim Jong Un’s policy issued in 2017. According

to the testifier, the number of children wandering the streets like

1006_NKHR2022000003 2022-05-19.
1007_NKHR2023000019 2023-08-02.
1008_NKHR2022000042 2023-07-31.
1009_NKHR2023000002 2023-04-11.
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beggars significantly decreased after that because they were all
rounded up by authorities and sent to orphans’ kindergartens
(aeyugwon) or secondary academies.'®'0 In addition, a North
Korean defector who defected in 2020 said that the number of
kotjebi has significantly decreased because they are now housed
at newly established orphans’ kindergartens (aeyugwon) and/or
secondary academies.'?"! On the other hand, some testifiers have
claimed that there are still many kotjebi in North Korea. A North
Korean defector who had lived in North Hamgyeong Province
and defected in 2019 said that many kotjebi are still found near
stations,'?'2 and a North Korean defector who had lived in
Yanggang Province testified that there are still many kotjebi
in North Korea who survive by searching through garbage

dumps.'013

Meanwhile, some testifiers have claimed that state support for
children in need has improved since Kim Jong Un took office
with the establishment of well-equipped orphans’ kindergartens
(aeyugwon) and secondary academies. A North Korean defector
in his/her 20s who defected in 2019 testified that he/she was told

by his/her cousin, who is a teacher, that there are incidents where

1010_NKHR2022000007 2022-05-25.

1011_NKHR2022000022 2022-06-21; NKHR2022000025 2022-06-23; NKHR2021000024-2
2022-06-28; NKHR2022000003 2022-05-19.

1012_NKHR2022000018 2022-06-15.
1013_NKHR2022000016 2022-06-11.
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leftover meat is thrown away because children do not eat it.'%14 In
contrast, testimonies have been collected reporting that adequate
social protection for orphans is still not being provided.
According to numerous North Korean defectors, children without
parents are confined to facilities where they are forced to
participate in organizational life while being subjected to
excessively strict rules and poor-quality food, and these children
tend to run away from the facilities because of this harsh
environment.'%'5 A North Korean defector reported witnessing
severely malnourished orphans with only skin and bones
whenever he/she passed by the orphanage (nursery) in the
neighborhood and testified that, while there have been
improvements in relevant facilities following Kim Jong Un’s
orders, there were still many poor children on the verge of death

on the streets.'016

1014_NKHR2022000010 2022-06-09.

1015_NKHR2016000143 2016-08-23; NKHR2016000157 2016-09-20; NKHR2018000041
2018-06-04; NKHR2018000093 2018-08-27; NKHR2018000128 2018-11-19;
NKHR2019000047 2019-07-01; NKHR2019000048 2019-07-01; NKHR2019000052
2019-07-20: NKHR2019000064 2019-08-17; NKHR2022000042 2023-07-31.

1016_NKHR2023000002 2023-04-11.
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(2) Shortage of Educational Facilities for Children

with Disabilities

Article 23 of the CRC stipulates that disabled children have the
right to receive special care, education, and training to enable
their growth by ensuring their dignity, promoting their
self-reliance, and facilitating their active participation in the
community. In the Law on the Protection of Persons with
Disabilities, North Korea stipulates matters pertaining to the
restorative treatment, education, cultural life and labor of disabled
people, and the Law on the Protection of the Rights of Children
also has provisions on the protection of disabled children (Article
30). In particular, Article 30, paragraph 2 of the Law on the
Protection of the Rights of Children provides that “educational
supervision institutions, health care supervision institutions and
local People’s Committees shall immediately operate schools for the
blind and deaf and ensure the conditions necessary for the education,
treatment and life of disabled children.” In its fifth report to the
Committee, North Korea emphasized that it has organized special
classes for disabled students in general schools and established
special schools for students with visual/hearing disabilities.

It has been identified that there are eight schools for the deaf
and three for the blind in North Korea. In addition, in March 2012,
North Korean authorities established the Rehabilitation Center for
Children with Disabilities in Pyongyang to provide rehabilitation
programs for disabled children.
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Schools for the Deaf and the Blind in North Korea
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In its 2019 UPR report, North Korea reported that it has
adopted the Regulations on Schools for the Blind and Deaf to
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provide relevant legal and institutional grounds.'?'7 There were
fragmented reports indicating that a kindergarten for children with
hearing disabilities has opened on the outskirts of Pyongyang.'018

However, there are only 11 special schools for children with

visual and hearing disabilities across North Korea. In particular,

1017_UN Doc. A/HRC/WG.6/33/PRK/1 (2019), para. 11.

1018_“North Korea opens kindergarten for hearing-impaired children,” UP/, 1 July
2016, <https://upi.com/6352451> (Accessed 11 October 2023).
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the fact that there are no such schools in Yanggang Province
shows that the situation of special education for children with

disabilities is poor in North Korea.'0"?

A North Korean defector who defected in 2016 said that there
was a school for the deaf in Changchon-dong, Wonsan. Another
North Korean defector who defected in 2016 said that there was a
school for the deaf in Duksan, Hamheung and that families
without money could not afford to pay for the school since
students had to bear the financial burden of all school-related
costs.'020 These cases can be considered examples that
demonstrate the disparity between the provision in Article 30 of
the North Korean Law on the Protection of the Rights of Children,
which stipulates that “Children with disabilities shall have the
right to receive the same education and treatment as other

children,” and reality.

In its 2018 CRPD implementation report, North Korea stated
that “children with disabilities of preschool age are brought up in

the community kindergartens on the basis of equality with others”

1019_North Korean defectors who had lived in Kimjongsuk County, Yanggang
Province responded that they have not heard of the existence of special
schools for children with disabilities in the region. NKHR2017000023
2017-05-08; NKHR 2017000049 2017-07-03; NKHR2017000056 2017-07-31.
It seems that there are no special schools or special classes for students with
disabilities in Hyesan, Yanggang Province. NKHR2017000060 2017-07-31;
NKHR2017000025 2017-05-08. A North Korean defector who had lived in
Baegam County, Yanggang Province responded that he/she too had not heard
of the existence of a special school or class for children with disabilities.
NKHR2017000062 2017-07-31.

1020_NKHR2017000049 2017-07-03.
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and that specialized institutions, such as the Rehabilitation Center
for Children with Disabilities, have been set up to provide
rehabilitation and special education in a manner appropriate to
children’s age, psychology and disability type. North Korea also
reported that it is preparing to designate a primary school in
Pyongyang as a pilot school for integrated education.'%2' In
addition, North Korea revealed in the 2019 UPR report that its
schools for the blind and schools for the deaf revised their
curricula to be consistent with the 12-year compulsory education
system and to incorporate vocational training in the school
program.'%22 However, recent surveys did not collect any
testimony about the operation of special classes for the disabled in
general schools or the rehabilitation or vocational training for
children with disabilities. It can be said that this is because North
Korean people do not have much contact with persons with
disabilities, and there is little attention and interest in the
rehabilitation and education of children with disabilities.

A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that it
seems that one of the reasons people have little to no chance to
meet disabled people in their neighborhoods is because people
without disabilities rudely stare at the disabled, who are conscious

of how they are viewed. The testifier added that he/she had never

1021_UN Doc. CRPD/C/PRK/1 (2018), paras. 143-144.
1022_UN Doc. A/HRC/WG.6/33/PRK/1 (2019), para. 76.
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seen any organizations or facilities for persons with disabilities
while living in North Korea.'923 In North Korea, there are
programs for disabled children being implemented in the fields of
education and medical care. However, in reality, only a few enjoy

the benefits of such programs.

(3) Health Care and Nutrition

Article 24 of the CRC stipulates that children have the right to
grow up healthy and must be provided with a clean environment,
medical services, safe water, and nutritious food. In its Public
Health Law, North Korea stipulates matters pertaining to the free
medical care system and health protection based on preventive
medicine. Moreover, the Law on the Protection of the Rights of
Children has provisions on children’s right to receive free medical
care, voluntary medical services for children, children’s hospitals,
nursing facilities for children, and nutritional supplements and
supplementary foods (Articles 33-37). The Law on the Nursing
and Upbringing of Children stipulates that systematic voluntary
medical services be provided to children in daycare centers and
kindergartens and that children’s wards be established in daycare

centers (Articles 25 and 26).

In the 2019 UPR report, North Korea stated that it has improved

1023_NKHR2022000010 2022-06-09.

520 | White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea 2023



the medical service environment by building modern medical
institutions, upgrading medical appliance factories, adopting
measures for the capacity-building of medical workers,
introducing and operating a telemedicine system that connects
central hospitals with hospitals in other regions online, and
improving the quality and increasing the variety of medicine (See
III. The Reality of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 2. Right
to Health)."924 In the 2021 VNR, North Korea reported that it has
established modern health facilities, including the Breast Tumor
Institute of Pyongyang Maternity Hospital, Okryu Children’s
Hospital, Ryugyong General Ophthalmic Hospital, and Ryugyong
Dental Hospital from 2012 to 2020, and has launched a new
construction project in 2020 to build Pyongyang General

Hospital.1025

Despite North Korea’s claim that its medical facilities have
been improved, the right to health of North Korean children has
been seriously violated since 2020 with the outbreak of
COVID-19. While the vaccination rate for children in North
Korea was 96-98% in 2019, which was before the COVID-19
pandemic, it has sharply declined since 2020. In particular, North
Korea’s vaccination coverage for HepB3, Hib3, IPV1, MCV],

1024_ /bid., paras. 37-41.

1025_DPRK, “Democratic People’s Republic of Korea Voluntary National Review on
the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for the Sustainable Development,”
p. 18.
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MCV2, and BCG was reported to be 0% in 2022, which indicates
that the lives of and disease prevention for North Korean children
are at risk (see I1I. The Reality of Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights, 2. Right to Health). In addition, it has been found that a
significant number of North Korean children suffer from
malnutrition. According to a report by UNICEF, the WHO, and
World Bank, approximately 16.8% of North Korean children
under the age of five (293,000 children) showed evidence of
stunted growth in 2022.'926 Moreover, a report released by
UNICEF in 2019 stated that 10.4% of North Korean children
under the age of five (approximately 153,000 children) were
underweight and 8.0% (approximately 140,000 children) were

suffering from wasting.!927

In particular, it has been reported that “one third of children aged
623 months do not receive the minimum acceptable diet”;!028
considering that this finding is based on data collected before
COVID-19, it is highly possible that the situation has become
even worse. It has also been found that the rate of stunted growth
among children is 10% in Pyongyang and 32% in Yanggang

Province, indicating wide variation between regions. 022

1026_UNICEF, WHO, World Bank Group, Levels and trends in child malnutrition. Joint
Child Malnutrition Estimates, Key findings of the 2023 edition. (New York:
UNICEF and WHO 2023), p. 19. The population of children under the age of
five (1,746,000) is based on data from “World Health Statistic 2021” (WHO).

1027_UNICEF, Analysis of the Situation of Children and Women in the Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea (Pyongyang: UNICEF, 2019), p. 54.

1028_ /brd.
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North Korea’s under-five and neonatal mortality rates appear to
have improved recently. The mortality rate of children under five
years of age per 1,000 live births decreased from 17.3% in 2019 to
16.5% in 2020 and then to 15.4% in 2021,'930 and the neonatal
mortality rate per 1,000 live births also consistently decreased

from 9.3% in 2019 to 8.8% in 2020 and to 8.2% in 2021.1031

With respect to the human rights situation for North Korean
children, the Report of the Special Rapporteur on the Situation of
Human Rights in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea
submitted to the 77th session of the UN General Assembly
outlined that North Korean children suffer from higher levels of
malnutrition and hunger compared to before the COVID-19
pandemic, and assessed that, due to limited vaccination and
widespread malnutrition, children and the elderly in North Korea

are likely to be vulnerable to COVID-19.1032

Article 28 of the CRC on the right to education stipulates that

all children must be able to receive primary education and, if

1029_UN Doc. A/75/271 (2020), para. 28.

1030_ UNICEF Data, “Under-five mortality,” <https://data.unicef.org/topic/child-survival
/under-five-mortality/#data) (Accessed 1 September 2023).

1031_UNICEF Data, “Child mortality data,” <https://data.unicef.org/resources/dataset/child-
mortality/> (Accessed 1 September 2023).

1032_UN Doc. A/77/522 (2022), paras. 5-6.
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desired, higher education. Moreover, Article 29 of the CRC on the
purpose of education stipulates that children must be able to
develop their talents and abilities and learn the value of human
rights, freedom, all cultures, and the natural environment through

education.

North Korea has enacted and enforced the Education Law, the
Law on General Education and the Law on the Nursing and
Upbringing of Children, and includes in its Law on the Protection
of the Rights of Children education-related provisions such as
those on the right to free compulsory education, the right to
develop hope and talents, and the right to have rest and cultural
life (Articles 22-28).

(1) Political Ideology Education

Whereas the goal of child education is, as highlighted in the
CRC, to cultivate a spirit of respect, peace, tolerance, equality and
solidarity, North Korea’s educational curriculum leans heavily
towards political ideology education and focuses on idolizing
Kim Jong Un and his family. The curriculum revised in 2013
includes classes related to Kim Jong Un for at least one hour a
week. The education time allotted for subjects related to Kim Il
Sung, Kim Jong Il and Kim Jong Un by grade is presented in
<Table [V-4>.
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68 hours 34 hours

68 hours 68 hours 34 hours
68 hours 34 hours
104 hours 27 hours
56 hours 56 hours 27 hours
92 hours 27 hours

The main learning contents of these subjects can be divided into
five categories: (i) the greatness of the Party and the Supreme Leader
(Suryeong), (ii) the principles of Juche ideology, (iii) Party policies,
(iv) the revolutionary tradition, and (v) revolutionary and communist
education; however, they all have one goal, which is to make students

recognize the greatness of the Supreme Leader (Suryeong).1933

In North Korea, education on political ideology is routinely
carried out not only in the regular school curriculum but also in
compulsory organizational life, including through the Korean
Children’s Union (sonyeondan) and Socialist Patriotic Youth
League. Children aged 8-14 join the Korean Children’s Union
(sonyeondan) and learn and practice Unitary Ideology through
ideology education and organizational activities. Young people
aged 15-30 join the Socialist Patriotic Youth League and engage

in organizational life. The Socialist Patriotic Youth League has

1033_Jeong-ah Cho et a/,, Fducational Policies, Educational Programs and Textbooks
under the Kim Jong Un Regime (Seoul: KINU, 2015), pp. 95— 96.
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experienced several name changes since its foundation in 1946 as
the North Korean Democratic Youth League. After Kim Jong Un
came to power, it changed its name to the Kimilsungist-
Kimjongilist Youth League at the 9th Congress of the Youth
League held in August 2016 and changed its name again to the
Socialist Patriotic Youth League at the 10th Congress of the
Youth League held in April 2021.

Article 16 of the North Korean Law on the Protection of the
Rights of Children allows North Korean children to choose
whether or not to join a children’s organization by stipulating “A
child may join a children’s organization such as a children’s union
[---].” However, many North Korean defectors have confirmed
that membership of the Korean Children’s Union (sonyeondan) is
mandatory from the second year of elementary school and
membership of the Youth League is mandatory from the second

year of middle school.'034

A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that
North Korean children must unconditionally join the Korean
Children’s Union (sonyeondan) when they are in elementary school,
and those who have failed to join the Korean Children’s Union
(sonyeondan) at this time are often humiliated by other students

because they are unable to wear the red scarf. According to the

1034_NKHR2020000029 2020-07-06; NKHR2021000001 2021-08-13; NKHR2023000006
2023-04-17: NKHR2023000013 2023-06-01.
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testifier, children must be able to memorize a lengthy oath and then
undergo an examination by a guidance officer in order to join the
Korean Children’s Union (sonyeondan), and those who do not pass
the examination or fail to provide items required for membership,

which are often five pieces of rabbit fur, are not allowed to join.!935

A North Korean defector in his/her 20s who defected in 2019
reported that the frequency and intensity of ideological education
are higher for those who have joined the Youth League, and when
the Youth League members are caught watching foreign dramas
or movies, they are forced to undergo ideological education

together with all of the students in their affiliated school.!036

(2) Mobilization for Political Events and Regime
Propaganda

In its fifth report on the implementation of the CRC, North
Korea stated that it has implemented diverse measures related to
the education and leisure of children in response to the relevant
provisions in the CRC and the recommendations of the Committee.
In its 2019 UPR report, North Korea reported that it has built and
remodeled various cultural facilities to provide not only an educational
base for children and youths but also an environment where all

North Korean people can relax and enjoy leisure activities.'037

1035_NKHR2023000008 2023-04-28.
1036_NKHR2023000012 2023-05-30.
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However, despite North Korea’s reporting that it guarantees

children’s right to development, children’s right to enjoy rest and

leisure is infringed upon in North Korea as students are mobilized

for various political events or regime propaganda campaigns.

When students perform mass gymnastics like Arirang at an event
hosted by the Party, they usually practice for at least six months.
Those who are in the third grade in middle school or older are
mobilized. The testifier thought that it was natural that there was
a learning gap between children who are mobilized to events and
children from rich families who avoid selection by paying money.

The testifier was mobilized for a reporting convention held on
national holidays, including the birthdays of Kim Il Sung and
Kim Jong II, where he/she clapped and sang songs for the
Supreme Leader (Suryeong) as well as the national anthem.

Participation in political events was mandatory, and the work
required from participants was demanding. When the testifier
was a child, he/she was forced to participate in military
parades and reviews held in a big square during which he/she
had to walk for about one hour each day.

The testifier had been mobilized for various events many
times. Those who had been forced to participate in the 7th
Party Congress had to perform mass gymnastics. The testifier
joined a choir/propaganda team (gachangseonjeondae) where
he/she had to sing songs and shout slogans.

There are various political events. A flower—presenting event
is held in front of Kim Il Sung/Kim Jong Il portraits (taeyangsang)
on Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong II's birthdays, New Year's Day
and national holidays, and those not attending the event are
severely punished.

Every year, children present flowers and participate in a
reporting convention on Kim |l Sung's birthday and the
anniversary of his death. They sometimes faint during these
activities due to exhaustion and hunger.

1037_UN Doc. A/HRC/WG.6/33/PRK/1 (2019), paras. 56-57.
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According to defector testimonies, students are mobilized to
participate in marches on national memorial days, to sing songs in
a choir team (gachangdae) during election season, or to
participate in memorial performances on the anniversary of Kim
Jong II’s death. While Article 15 of the North Korean Sports Law
of 2021 stipulates that the physical strength of adolescent students
must be trained and their organizational and disciplinary skills
must be enhanced through mass gymnastics, it has been found
that students mobilized to participate in a mass gymnastics
performance suffer from physical burdens or disruptions in

learning that are caused by long hours of practice.

A North Korean defector in his/her late teens testified that every
year, he/she had to practice mass gymnastics from February to
prepare for the celebration of the Day of the Sun (15 April);
according to the testifier, practice continued in cold weather and
even on weekends and sometimes late into the night.'%38 Another
North Korean defector said that some students faint after
practicing three to four hours in the mid-summer heatwave.!939
There was testimony revealing that the testifier could not learn
properly as he/she was mobilized to practice in the mass
gymnastics Arirang for more than six months, and there was a

learning gap between the testifier and children from rich families

1038_NKHR2016000123 2016-07-26.
1039_NKHR2016000151 2016-09-06.
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who were not selected to perform after paying money to the
school.'%40 A North Korean defector who defected in 2015
testified that being mobilized for the torchlight parade on the day
of the anniversary of the founding of the KWP interfered with
learning and was physically and mentally taxing because it
involved a preparation process that took several months.'04!
Many testimonies have been documented reporting that being
mobilized for political events is physically and mentally
demanding but the majority of North Korean students

unconditionally participate in these events out of obligation. 042

Nevertheless, it has been reported that students from
economically affluent families can be exempted from mobilization
by offering bribes. There was testimony reporting that half of the
testifier’s class paid money to be excused from participating in
political events, and only the other half was mobilized.'%43 A
North Korean defector who defected in 2018 testified that
avoiding participation in political events is possible by making
excuses, but people feel pressured to participate because they

have to make up for their nonparticipation.'044

1040_NKHR2019000023 2019-05-18.
1041_NKHR2023000042 2023-06-24.

1042_NKHR2016000143 2016-08-23; NKHR2016000152 2016-09-06; NKHR2018000103
2018-10-01; NKHR2018000104 2018-10-01; NKHR2019000023 2019-05-18;
NKHR2019000053 2019-07-29; NKHR2022000042 2023-07-31; NKHR2023000019
2023-08-02.

1043_NKHR2019000068 2019-08-26.
1044_NKHR2021000005 2021-08-20.
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(8) Compulsory Military Training

Despite the continued concerns expressed by the Committee
regarding compulsory military training, North Korea still
maintains a military subject titled “Military Activity for Beginners”
in the advanced middle school program. In its fifth report to the
Committee, North Korea avoided directly mentioning this issue,
stating only that the educational goal of advanced middle school
includes “promoting [-:] sound body so as to make them fully

prepared for military service, social life and campus life.”1045

Students in the second year of advanced middle school receive
military training for one week at a camp training facility of the
Young Red Guards, and third-year students at advanced middle
school develop basic military skills through one week of outdoor
billeting.'%46 According to a testifier who had received military
training as a member of the Young Red Guards in the second year
of advanced middle school, a one-week training period, the
format of which is identical to that of genuine military training, is
conducted equally for both male and female students without
exception.'%7  According to defector testimonies, military

training includes shooting, disassembling and assembling of

1045_UN Doc. CRC/C/PRK/5 (2016), para. 198.
1046_NKHR2022000022 2022-06-21; NKHR2021000025-2 2022-06-30.

1047_NKHR2021000003 2021-08-19; NKHR2023000005 2023-04-13; NKHR2023000008
2023-04-28; NKHR2023000010 2023-05-15; NKHR2023000011 2023-05-30;
NKHR2023000042 2023-06-24.
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firearms, crawling, forming ranks, guard duty, and education on
military regulations.!%4® There have been testimonies stating that

students fire live rounds on the last day of military training.'042

Article 32 of the CRC stipulates that children have the right to
be protected from labor that threatens their health, education, and
development. North Korea prohibits child labor in its Constitution
(Article 31), Labor Law (Article 15), and Law on the Protection
of the Rights of Children (Article 19). However, none of these
laws is consistent with the CRC, as the current Law on the
Protection of the Rights of Children defines a child as a person
“up to the age of 16” and the Constitution and the Labor Law
stipulate the legal working age as 16. Accordingly, the
international community has recommended that North Korea
amend these laws to ensure the legal protection of children under
the age of 18 and, although North Korea has accepted the

recommendation, the laws have not yet been amended.

In the 2019 UPR report, North Korea stated that all forms of

child labor are prohibited by law in North Korea, and activities

1048_NKHR2016000118 2016-07-26; NKHR2016000121 2016-07-26; NKHR2016000123
2016-07-26: NKHR2023000009 2023-05-10.

1049_NKHR2020000038 2020-09-26; NKHR2021000007 2021-09-06; NKHR2023000011
2023-05-30.
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that students carry out on farms are educational in nature and are
in line with their school curriculum.'%50 In fact, in North Korea,
the junior middle school curriculum includes tree-planting and the
advanced middle school curriculum includes tree-planting and
production labor. In this regard, the Committee has expressed
serious concern that mobilizing students for various agricultural
and construction projects carried out as part of the education
system in North Korea could be a violation of the students’ right
to education.'%31 In the 2021 VNR, North Korea reported that it
had already achieved SDG target 8.7 to eradicate all forms of
child labor by 2025 because forced labor and child labor do not

exist in North Korea.1052

1050_UN Doc. A/HRC/42/10 (2019), para. 79.
1051_UN Doc. A/HRC/WG.6/33/PRK/2 (2019), paras. 87-88.

1052_DPRK, “Democratic People’s Republic of Korea Voluntary National Review on
the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for the Sustainable Development,”
p.22.
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The testifier was made every year to work in rural areas far

from his/her home for a month in May/June; he/she stayed at  NKHR2021000006
a private house while working. The testifier was also forced to 2021-09-03
work every day at nearby farms during weeding seasons.

When the testifier was in the fourth grade of elementary
school, he/she had to participate twice in labor mobilization
for rural areas, which took about one to two weeks each time.
The work was fun but demanding. Some of the students
avoided participation by offering the school goods such as
rice. When the testifier was in middle school, he/she spent
afternoons carrying scrap iron or sand or collecting gravel.

NKHR2021000008
2021-09-07

The testifier was mobilized to work in rural areas during

harvesting season in fall. He/she had to bring his/her own  NKHR2021000009
food, and the work was demanding. Students were also used 2021-09-07

at apartment construction sites to carry cement or stones.

Medical students study in the morning and work in rural areas

in the afternoon. Avoiding participation was possible if one  NKHR2022000008
paid money. Those without money had to participate in all 2022-05-27
labor activities, even ones organized during exam periods.

When the testifier was in middle school, afternoon classes

ended before 4 pm. After class, he/she went out to work at ~ NKHR2022000023
various workplaces that required labor, including companies, 2022-06-22
roads and railroads.

However, according to defector testimonies, students are
frequently mobilized for various tasks after school or during
school hours. Students are mobilized for weeding and
rice-planting in spring and for potato harvesting in fall."%53 It has

been reported that mobilization for potato harvesting is carried out

1053_NKHR2017000002 2017-04-10; NKHR2017000008 2017-04-10; NKHR2017000029
2017-06-05; NKHR2018000008 2018-03-12; NKHR2018000041 2018-06-04,
NKHR2018000121 2018-10-22; NKHR2019000023 2019-05-18; NKHR2019000045
2019-07-01: NKHR2021000016 2021-09-24; NKHR2021000025 2021-11-09;
NKHR2022000023 2022-06-22.
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once a year in fall and lasts for about 20 days, the period of which
may be extended to 25 days or more in cases of rain.'%54 It is said
that annual rural mobilization, which is mandatory, is physically
demanding as it involves work that mostly starts early in the
morning; it is also said that rural mobilization imposes great
psychological pressure as it is mandatory.'%5% Students are also
mobilized for construction work such as transporting sand and
pebbles, logging and railroad construction.'?3¢ Those who are ill
can be exempted from participation,'?>7 but it has become a

custom to pay money to be excused from mobilization.!058

On the other hand, a testifier reported that he/she had not been
mobilized for work when he/she was in elementary school but had
been mobilized for potato or bilberry harvesting starting from the
first year of middle school.'93% With respect to bilberry
harvesting, testimony was collected stating that mobilization for
bilberry harvesting is no longer conducted due to various
incidents. A North Korean defector in his/her 20s who defected in

2019 testified that, recently, students have not been mobilized for

1054_NKHR2023000001 2023-04-17.
1055_NKHR2020000003 2020-05-15.

1056_NKHR2016000133 2016-08-09; NKHR2018000103 2018-10-01; NKHR2018000123
2018-10-22; NKHR2019000020 2019-05-07; NKHR2019000058 2019-07-29;
NKHR2019000083 2019-09-25; NKHR2020000001 2020-05-15; NKHR2021000008
2021-09-07: NKHR2021000009 2021-09-07.

1057_NKHR2020000022 2020-07-06.
1058_NKHR2022000008 2022-05-27.
1059_NKHR2022000002 2022-05-18.
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bilberry harvesting after an increase in the number of incidents of
people being sexually assaulted by soldiers while picking
bilberries in the mountains and of people getting lost in the
mountains while attempting to gather bilberries.'%60 There was
testimony reporting that elementary school students are subjected
to labor mobilization that is excessively physically burdensome
for children.'%6" Consequently, when elementary school students
are mobilized for labor, their mothers take the duty of their
children and do the assigned work,'%%2 while those with money
avoid participation by paying a certain amount of money 963 or
hiring someone to do the work instead. Despite North Korea’s
claim that child labor is prohibited by law in North Korea, even

elementary school students are mobilized for labor.

(1) Treatment of Forcibly Repatriated Children

Article 37 of the CRC stipulates that children shall not be
subjected to severe punishments such as capital punishment or life
imprisonment nor be subjected to torture, the arrest or detention of

children must be used only as a measure of last resort, and

1060_NKHR2023000001 2023-04-17.
1061_NKHR2020000012 2020-06-15.
1062_NKHR2020000001 2020-05-15.
1063_NKHR2020000038 2020-09-26.
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children in detention have the right to maintain contact with their
family. North Korea has enacted relevant provisions in its
Criminal Law and Criminal Procedure Law. The Law on the
Protection of the Rights of Children stipulates the basic
requirement for the protection of children’s rights in the judicial
field, prohibition of the imposition of criminal responsibility and
the death penalty on children, application of social educational
measures, and respect for the dignity of children in handling cases

(Articles 47-49 and 51).

In its fifth report to the Committee, North Korea stated that
child returnees who have illegally crossed the border are subject
to educational measures.'%%4 In other words, the principle is to
improve returnees’ compliance with the law by making them
aware of the relevant provisions in the Law on the Protection of
the Rights of Children, Immigration Law, and Criminal Law after
investigating their motivation and goals for illegal border-
crossing.'%%5 North Korea also explained in the fifth report that
schools ensure the adaptation of such children to school life by
providing special care and that the local People’s Committees
continuously contact these children’s parents to resolve any issues

that parents may face in raising these children.!066

1064_UN Doc. CRC/C/PRK/5 (2016), para. 239.
1065_ /bid.
1066_ /bid.

2. Children | 537



However, during in-depth interviews with North Korean
defectors, testimonies have been documented reporting that
children forcibly repatriated from China receive cruel treatment,
including verbal abuse and violence, and torture during the
interrogation process and that they suffer beatings, hard labor and
hunger during detention.'%%7 A North Korean defector who
defected in 2018 testified that his/her elder sister and her child
were caught while defecting in 2016 and forcibly repatriated, and
his/her nephew/niece was beaten in front of his/her mother to

make her confess.!068

On the other hand, there also were testimonies stating that
forcibly repatriated children were released after only receiving
educational measures.'%%° Another North Korean defector
testified that minors are sent to the 927 Permanent Committee as
they cannot be detained in detention centers (guryujang) with

adults.'070

(2) “Kotiebr

Article 20 of the CRC stipulates that children shall be entitled to
special protection and assistance provided by the state when they

have to live separately from their parents. North Korea stipulates

1067_NKHR2016000121 2016-07-26.
1068_NKHR2018000109 2018-10-06.
1069_NKHR2016000112 2016-07-26; NKHR2016000123 2016-07-26.
1070_NKHR2016000143 2016-08-23.
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in the Law on the Protection of the Rights of Children that
“children who cannot be cared for by their parents or guardians
shall be raised, at a cost paid for by the state, at orphans’ nurseries
(yugawon), orphans’ kindergartens (aeyugwon) or relevant

academies” (Article 31).

In its fifth report to the Committee, North Korea did not
explicitly mention kotjebi. It only explained that children who are
deprived of their family environment due to natural disasters or
the death or divorce of their parents are protected and that suitable
living and learning environments are provided for them.!%7!
According to North Korea’s report, “the very few children who
are found wandering the streets” are taken to relief centers
operated by local People’s Committees and then transferred to
either the homes of individuals capable of looking after them or
institutions.'%72 Likewise, in its 2019 UPR report, North Korea
pointed out that various measures implemented by the state for the
care and education of children without parents and children living in

remote or disaster-stricken areas are noteworthy achievements.!973

It has not been clearly identified how many kotjebi are accepted
into orphans’ kindergartens (aeyugwon) and secondary academies

for orphans and to what extent they receive care and education.

1071_UN Doc. CRC/C/PRK/5 (2016), para. 109.
1072_UN Doc. CRC/C/PRK/Q/5/Add.1 (2017), para. 52.
1073_UN Doc. A/HRC/WG.6/33/PRK/1 (2019), para. 65.
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North Korean authorities are known to send kotjebi who are
caught to accommodation facilities that are also called “relief
centers,” “lodging centers,” “boys’ education centers,” “lodging
centers for drifters” or “protection centers” for the purpose of

protecting and managing them.

In fact, a North Korean defector who defected in 2019 said that
kotjebi have disappeared from the streets because the state has
been gathering and managing them in accommodation facilities
(secondary academies),'%74 and another North Korean defector
testified that the number of kotjebi seen near the train station in
Hyesan, Yanggang Province, has significantly decreased because
a facility to accommodate kotjebi was built sometime around
2016-2017.1975 A North Korean defector who defected in 2020
said that, under the Kim Jong Un regime, child kotjebi are no
longer seen on the streets because they are sent to secondary
academies or orphans’ kindergartens (aeyugwon) with good
facilities at a young age.'%7¢ Another North Korean defector
testifier reported that the reason kotjebi have disappeared from the
streets has been the establishment of accommodation facilities for

them. 1077

In addition to testimonies that kotjebi are seldom encountered

1074_NKHR2023000017 2023-07-31.
1075_NKHR2023000001 2023-04-07.
1076_NKHR2022000022 2022-06-21.
1077_NKHR2020000012 2020-06-15.
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on the streets these days because they are now managed by the
state, conflicting testimonies have been collected regarding the
existence of kotjebi in North Korean society and thus continued
observation is required to understand the situation. A North
Korean defector who defected in 2019 said that, in the past, when
he/she ate street food in marketplaces (jangmadang) kotjebi
would come and steal food from him/her, but it is uncommon to
encounter them in marketplaces (jangmadang) these days.'078
According to another North Korean defector who defected in
2019, while there are still kotjebi in rural areas, the number of
kotjebi has gradually decreased in urban areas such as Hyesan,
Yanggang Province. Another North Korean defector who
defected in 2019 said that there were not many kotjebi on the
streets around the time he/she defected. According to the testifier,
the price of rice was stable before it was before the outbreak of
COVID-19 and there were only one or two kotjebi in the
marketplace (jangmadang).'®’® A North Korean defector who
defected in 2023 testified that he/she had never seen kotjebi while
living in North Korea except for once when he/she encountered
one kotjebi in his/her town (eup) during the COVID-19 period. 080
In addition, there have been many testimonies reporting that

kotjebi are only seen occasionally or rarely near their residences. '8!

1078_NKHR2022000025 2022-06-23.
1079_NKHR2021000014 2021-09-16.
1080_NKHR2023000057 2023-07-29.

2. Children | 541



In contrast, numerous testifiers have claimed that there are still
many kotjebi in North Korea.'%82 A North Korean defector who
defected in 2019 testified that, while the number of kotjebi has
decreased in the West Sea District (located in South Pyeongan
Province) and the East Sea District after accommodation facilities
for drifters were built in 2015-2016, the number of kotjebi has
increased in Nampo due to the sanctions imposed in 2019.1083
It is said that kotjebi are still found in front of stations or near
marketplaces (jangmadang) in border regions or provincial
areas.'984 A North Korean defector who had lived in Chongjin,
North Hamgyeong Province and defected in 2019 testified that
there were many kotjebi near the train station and in street alleys
and that they looked shabby with unwashed faces and were
wearing winter clothes when it was summer.'%85 There was also
testimony reporting that there are still many kotjebi in North
Korea, some of whom rummage through garbage dumps.
According to the testifier, kotzjebi include both young children and

fully grown adults.'%86 A North Korean defector who defected in

1081_NKHR2021000024-2 2022-06-28; NKHR2021000003 2021-08-19; NKHR2021000029
2021-11-23; NKHR2022000003 2022-05-19; NKHR2022000030 2023-05-04.

1082_NKHR2021000007 2021-09-06; NKHR2021000008 2021-09-07; NKHR2021000018
2021-02-20; NKHR2021000019 2021-10-15; NKHR2021000025 2021-11-09;
NKHR202200018 2023-08-01; NKHR202300019 2023-08-02 and many other
testimonies.

1083_NKHR2020000045 2020-10-31.

1084_NKHR2022000018 2022-06-15; NKHR2021000010 2021-09-08; NKHR2021000016
2021-09-24; NKHR2020000048 2020-11-28.

1085_NKHR2020000029 2020-07-06.
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2021 testified that he/she saw a kotjebi who was wearing a winter
padded jacket in Wonsan, North Hamgyeong Province, in the

summer. 087

Some testimonies have reported that the criminal behavior of
kotjebi has become more sophisticated. It is said that, these days,
kotjebi make money by pickpocketing in marketplaces
(jangmadang) to buy clothes and drugs (bingdu) and feed their
family.'988 A North Korean defector who defected in 2019
testified that there were cases in which people do not recognize
kotjebi because they dress better than ordinary people, and some
kotjebi steal luggage left unattended at stations.'%%° A North
Korean defector who had lived in Jagang Province and defected in
2019 testified that he/she saw kotjebi around the time he/she
defected, many of whom, unlike in the past when they wandered
the streets like beggars, looked just like ordinary people and

walked around the streets to steal things.!990

On the other hand, testimonies have been collected indicating
that kotjebi sent to accommodation facilities eventually decide to
leave such facilities. A North Korean defector who defected in

2019 testified that he/she was told that living in accommodation

1086_NKHR2022000016 2022-06-11.
1087_NKHR2022000030 2023-05-04.
1088_NKHR2021000004 2021-08-20.
1089_NKHR2021000006 2021-09-03.
1090_NKHR2022000042 2023-07-31.
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facilities is more difficult than living on the streets as a kotjebi.! 09"
A North Korean defector in his/her 20s who defected in 2020
testified that orphans often choose to leave accommodation
facilities and return to the streets because they have experience of

living freely on the streets.!092

The 2023 survey found that the human rights situation for
North Korean children still remains poor despite various legal and
institutional measures related to children in place. The rights to
food and health for North Korean children, who have already
been suffering from malnutrition caused by chronic food
shortages, have further been threatened by the outbreak of
COVID-19 and stricter border closure measures implemented by
North Korean authorities, which has exacerbated food shortages

and suspended external medical support.

Although North Korean authorities reported to the international
community that they have expanded medical and rehabilitation
facilities for children with disabilities, such facilities do not
appear to be providing uniform and consistent benefits to all

disabled children. In particular, the testimony that disabled

1091_NKHR2020000029 2020-07-06.
1092_NKHR2021000019 2021-10-15.
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children tend to hide their disability for fear of possible
disadvantages indicates that North Korean authorities should pay

more attention to improving social perceptions of disabilities.

In addition, the fact that North Korean children receive
excessive education on political ideology, are mobilized for
political events and propaganda campaigns for the North Korean
regime, and have to undergo military training that can involve
firing live ammunition infringes upon the right of children to
receive education that cultivates a spirit of understanding,
tolerance, peace and solidarity. In particular, the reality that even
elementary school students are mobilized for forced labor despite
North Korea reporting that all forms of child labor are prohibited
by law shows that North Korea, a State Party to the CRC, has not

been faithfully implementing the Convention.

Children without parental care, also known as kotjebi, appear to
be taken care of in facilities such as orphans’ nurseries (yugawon),
orphans’ kindergartens (aeyugwon), and boarding schools.'093
However, in light of recent testimonies reporting that kotjebi are
constantly found on the streets of North Korea, North Korean
authorities should pay continued attention to improve the

treatment of kotjebi and help them reunite with their families.

1093_WEFP, “DPR Korea Country Brief (2021),” <https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents
/ WFP-0000135453/download/>.
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Persons with Disabilities

The CRPD stipulates that “States Parties undertake to ensure
and promote the full realization of all human rights and
fundamental freedoms for all persons with disabilities without
discrimination of any kind on the basis of disability” (Article 4).
On 3 July 2013, North Korea became a signatory to the CRPD. By
ratifying the Convention on 6 December 2016, North Korea
became a State Party to the CRPD. In December 2018, North
Korea submitted its initial CRPD implementation report to the
UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities

(hereinafter in this chapter the Committee).

(1) Policies on Persons with Disabilities

Taking into consideration the criticism and concerns of the
international community regarding discrimination against persons

with disabilities, North Korea adopted the Law on the Protection
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of Persons with Disabilities on 18 June 2003. This law was
enacted “to provide a more favorable living environment and
conditions for persons with disabilities by firmly establishing
systems and order in terms of rehabilitation, education, cultural
life and work” (Article 1). Article 2 of the law defines persons
with disabilities as “citizens whose normal life is hampered for an
extended period of time due to the restriction or loss of physical or
mental functions” and states, “the state shall respect the personal
dignity of all persons with disabilities, and guarantee them social
and political rights, freedoms and interests that are equal to those
granted to healthy citizens.” The Law on the Protection of Persons
with Disabilities also stipulates details concerning rehabilitation
(Chapter 2), education (Chapter 3), cultural life (Chapter 4) and
work (Chapter 5) of disabled people. The Law on the Protection
of Persons with Disabilities was amended and supplemented on
21 November 2013 and, at the Ninth Session of the 14th SPA held
on 28 September 2023, the Law on the Protection of the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities was adopted.'%94 Provisions to protect
disabled people also exist in the Social Insurance Law, the Labor

Law, and the Social Insurance and Social Security Law.

The Korean Federation for the Protection of the Disabled
(hereinafter KFPD) is an organization in North Korea that

advocates for the rights and interests of disabled people. The

1094_ Korean Central News Agency, 28 September 2023.
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Korean Association for Supporting the Disabled (hereinafter
KASD), which was established in July 1998 for the purpose of
providing social support for the disabled, was renamed to KFPD
in July 2005 to implement more closely coordinated and
comprehensive policies.'%?> The KFPD carries out important
tasks such as conducting surveys on the status of people with
disabilities, improving their health and living conditions, and
developing action programs to enhance social awareness of and
interest in people with disabilities. It has branch committees at the
province, city and county levels.'9%¢ The KFPD considers itself
to be an NGO even though the Ministry of Public Health pays
staff salaries and maintenance costs.'%97 Under the KFPD, the
Deaf Association of Korea, the Korean Rehabilitation Center for
Children with Disabilities, the Blind Association of Korea, the
Korean Company Supporting the Disabled, the Korean
Association for Sports of the Disabled, and the Korean Art
Association of the Disabled have been established.'%%8 In
addition, the KFPD established its first mission in Beijing in July
2008, and its Shenyang mission in 2015. Pun-hui Ri, the former

secretary-general of the Korean Association for Sports of the

1095_UN Doc. CRC/C/PRK/1 (2018), para. 35.
1096_UN Doc. CRC/C/PRK/4 (2008), para. 134.

1097_Katharina Zellweger, “People with Disabilities in a Changing North Korea,”
Shorenstein APARC Working Paper (2014), p. 17.

1098_ Rodong Sinmun, 30 September 2012; Korean Central News Agency, 16
December 2014; Korean Central News Agency, 3 December 2020.
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Disabled, is serving as the first representative of the Shenyang
mission.'%%? According to the initial CRPD implementation
report by North Korea, North Korean authorities have established
and implemented Action Plans for 2008-2010, 2013-2015 and
2016. They have also implemented the Strategic Plan for the
Protection of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities for 2018—
2020.1100 I the 2021 VNR, North Korea stated that it had
adopted the Law on the Protection of Persons with Disabilities
and implemented all possible measures to protect people
with disabilities and ensure their rights in accordance with the

CRPD.1 101

(2) Size of the Population of Persons with Disabilities

North Korea stipulates in the Law on the Protection of Persons
with Disabilities that “the state shall regularly investigate the
reality of disabled people and accurately evaluate the degree of
disability and establish the right standards” (Article 5). However,
it has not been identified how often North Korean authorities
conduct systematic surveys of the overall reality for persons with

disabilities in accordance with this provision.

1099_ Voice of America, 13 May 2015.
1100_UN Doc. CRPD/C/PRK/1 (2018), para. 30.

1101_DPRK, “Democratic People’s Republic of Korea Voluntary National Review on
the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for the Sustainable Development,”
p. 35.
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According to a survey conducted by the KASD in 1999, there
were 763,237 persons with disabilities in North Korea, accounting
for 3.41% of the entire North Korean population. Among them,
296,518 were with physical disabilities, accounting for the largest
portion of the total disabled population at 38.8%, followed by
168,141 people with hearing impairment, 165,088 with visual
impairment, 68,997 with severe disabilities, and 37,780 with
mental disabilities. Approximately 1.75% of the population of
Pyongyang was found to be disabled. Persons with disabilities

more often lived in cities (64%) than in rural areas (35.4%)."102

North Korea added disability-related survey items to its 2008
Population Census, such as the severity of disabilities, age, gender
and population distribution of the disabled by region (i.e., rural
areas and cities). North Korea’s 2009 Population Census
suggested that North Korea’s population includes 519,573 people
with visual difficulty (2.4%), 374,452 with hearing difficulty
(1.73%), 537,496 with mobile difficulty (2.48%), and 334,852
with cognitive difficulty (1.54%). What is noteworthy in the
survey results is that the percentage of women with disabilities

(62%) far outnumbered that of men (32%).1103

In November 2011, the KFPD and the Central Bureau of

Statistics conducted a sample survey of persons with disabilities

1102_ Yonhap News Agency, 9 April 2006; Yonhap News Agency, 23 November
2006.

1103_UN Doc. A/HRC/37/56/Add.1 (2018), para. 10.
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in approximately 2,400 households in three provinces (i.e., South
Pyeongan Province, South Hwanghae Province and Gangwon
Province).' %4 Based on the results of that survey, North Korea
claimed, in its fifth report on the implementation of the CRC, that
the percentage of children with disabilities who are under the age
of 15 is 0.9%.1195 Findings of the survey were partially disclosed
by Mun-chol Kim, Deputy Chairman of the KFPD’s Central
Committee, who led the North Korean delegation to the 14th
Paralympics held in London (30 August-10 September 2012).
According to the survey, the number of persons with disabilities
in five major categories—sight, hearing, physical movement
(limbs), mental abilities (including intelligence) and multiple
disabilities—equaled 5.8% of the population.''% According to
the 2014 sample survey of people with disabilities conducted in
four provinces (i.e., South Hamgyeong Province, Gangwon
Province, North Pyeongan Province and South Pyeongan
Province), there were roughly 1.5 million people with disabilities,
which accounted for 6.2% of the entire population. Among those
people with disabilities, women (55.1%) outnumbered men

(44.9%).1197 A relief group for North Korea known as

1104_ Rodong Sinmun, 30 September 2012.
1105_UN Doc. CRC/C/PRK/5 (2016), para. 135.

1106_National Report Submitted in accordance with Paragraph 5 of the Annex to
Human Rights Council Resolution 16/21. Yonhap News Agency, 10 September
2012. In its report submitted for the second cycle of the UPR in 2014, North
Korea also stated that 5.8% of its population are persons with disabilities.
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“Together-Hamheung,” which has its headquarters in Germany,
held its 7th Gathering of Deaf Persons in Pyongyang for five days
starting 7 August 2015. According to this group, around 350,000

deaf people are said to be registered.! 108

In December 2018, North Korea submitted an initial report to
the Committee, which reflects the latest information on the size
and characteristics of persons with disabilities in North Korea.0°
According to the report, as of 2016, the disabled population in
North Korea accounted for 5.5% of the total population. The
percentage of the disabled female population (5.9%) was higher
than the percentage of the disabled male population (5.1%). The
reason for this difference appears to be due to the higher disability
rate among women aged 60 years and older. In terms of the types
of disability, physical disability accounted for 2.5% of the total
population, followed by hearing disability (1.3%), visual disability
(1.2%), language disability (0.4%), mental disability (0.4%) and
intellectual disability (0.3%). The proportion of persons with
disabilities among children aged between 0 and 16 years was

1.8% of the total population, 2.2% for boys and 1.4% for girls.

1107_UN Doc. A/HRC/37/56/Add.1 (2018), para. 10.
1108_ Voice of America, 13 August 2015.
1109_UN Doc. CRPD/C/PRK/1 (2018), Annex.
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04 0.4 0.2 03

56 0.6 0.4 0.5
7-16 1.2 0.8 1.0
17-59 54 4.2 4.8
60+ 13.3 19.1 16.9
Total 20.9 247 235

Source: UN Doc. CRPD/C/PRK/1 (2018), Annex.

(1) Training and Rehabilitation

With respect to training and rehabilitation of disabled people,
the CRPD stipulates that “States Parties shall take effective and
appropriate measures, including through peer support, to enable
persons with disabilities to attain and maintain maximum
independence, full physical, mental, social and vocational ability,
and full inclusion and participation in all aspects of life” (Article
26, paragraph 1). North Korea also stipulates, in its Law on the
Protection of Persons with Disabilities, that “the state shall
organize professional or comprehensive rehabilitation institutions
for rehabilitation of persons with disabilities,” (Article 11) and
that “health supervision institutions, institutions in charge and
enterprises should guarantee the production of assistance devices,
including alignment apparatus, motor tricycles, glasses and

hearing aids, in a planned manner” (Article 14).
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North Korean authorities have implemented measures for the
training and rehabilitation of persons with disabilities in
accordance with the Law on the Protection of Persons with
Disabilities. To begin with, in March 2013, the Rehabilitation
Center for Children with Disabilities was established in
Pyongyang on a mission to conduct a project leading to the early
detection and rehabilitation of disabilities in children, in particular
those with intellectual disabilities or limb disorders.'"'0 The
Rehabilitation Center for Children with Disabilities provides early
special education for children with various types of disability and
operates physical therapy rooms, work therapy rooms, and
recovery playrooms.'!!" On 6 December 2013, the Munsu Functional
Recovery Center was founded in Pyongyang to offer comprehensive
services for the functional rehabilitation of persons with
disabilities. The Munsu Center functions as the parent hospital for
physical therapy departments for the functionally impaired
established in provincial, city and county hospitals.'''? Moreover,
North Korea has constructed the Dongdaewon Gymnasium for
the Disabled in Dongdaewon District, Pyongyang for athletes

with disabilities.' '3 In addition, the KFPD operates the Vocational

1110_ Rodong Sinmun, 30 September 2012; Korean Central News Agency, 29 March
2013; Kyu-chang Lee et al, Improving Human Rights Conditions of North
Korea’s Vuinerable People through Humanitarian Assistance (Seoul: KINU,
2013), p. 69.

1111_UN Doc. CRC/C/PRK/1 (2018), para. 143; Rodong Sinmun, 2 April 2023.

1112_Chosun Shinbo, 17 December 2013; Korean Central News Agency, 16
December 2014; Korean Central News Agency, 18 June 2023.
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Skills School for Persons with Disabilities to provide practical

training in various fields for the disabled.'!14

In North Korea, there are many alignment apparatus
manufacturing outlets, such as the Hamheung Alignment Apparatus
Factory, Songrim Alignment Apparatus Factory and Pyongyang
Honored Veterans’ Alignment Apparatus Repair Factory. The
Hamheung Alignment Apparatus Factory produces various
alignment apparatuses made of polypropylene resin. The
employees of each of these factories, many of whom are disabled,
provide mobile on-site repair services.!''> However, it is said to
be difficult for ordinary disabled people to purchase items such as

prosthetic legs and hands as they are expensive.'!16

In addition to the Hamheung Physical Rehabilitation Center
established in 1952, the Songrim Physical Rehabilitation Center
(opened in Songrim, North Hwanghae Province in 2002) and the
Rakrang Physical Rehabilitation Center (opened in Pyongyang in
2006), both of which were established in cooperation with the
International Committee of the Red Cross (hereinafter ICRC) are

in operation in North Korea. According to an ICRC report, the

1113_ Tongil News, 27 February 2016.
1114_UN Doc. CRC/C/PRK/1 (2018), para, 148; Rodong Sinmun, 3 May 2023.

1115_ Chosun Shinbo, 23 May 2013; Kyu-chang Lee et a/., Improving Human Rights
Conditions of North Korea’s Vuinerable People through Humanitarian Assistance,
p. 71; Yonhap News Agency, 3 December 2014; Katharina Zellweger, “People
with Disabilities in a Changing North Korea,” Shorenstein APARC Working
Paper (2014), p. 37.

1116_NKHR2015000131 2015-09-22.
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Songrim and Rakrang Physical Rehabilitation Centers provided
3,127 services to people with disabilities between January and

September 2020."117

According to North Korea’s initial CRPD implementation
report, North Korea has implemented a series of “Action Plans” to
carry out projects to train and rehabilitate people with disabilities,
such as those on the modernization of alignment apparatuses and
surgical equipment, promotion of vocational education for the
disabled, and establishment of remote education systems for
children with disabilities.’’'® However, most of the defector
testimonies collected during the interviews showed that there are
virtually no training or rehabilitation programs given to those with

disabilities.!119

(2) Adequate Living Standards and Employment
Situation

The CRPD stipulates that “States Parties recognize the right of
persons with disabilities to an adequate standard of living for

themselves and their families, including adequate food, clothing

1117_ICRC, “ICRC Activities in the DPRK,” December 2020, <https://kr.icrc.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/03/2020-DPRK-Fact-and-Figures_KO.pdf> (Accessed 6
September 2022).

1118_UN Doc. CRPD/C/PRK/1 (2018), para. 30.

1119_NKHR2018000017 2018-04-09; NKHR2018000018 2018-04-09; NKHR2018000101
2018-10-01: NKHR2018000007 2018-03-12; NKHR2018000121 2018-10-22;
NKHR2018000114 2018-10-13.
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and housing, and to the continuous improvement of living
conditions, and shall take appropriate steps to safeguard and
promote the realization of this right without discrimination on the

basis of disability” (Article 28, paragraph 1).

North Korea has policies regarding care for persons with
disabilities, such as operating factories where they can work, so
that persons with disabilities can maintain an appropriate standard
of living. In North Korea, the disabled are divided into two
groups: “honored veterans,” who receive preferential treatment,
and “general persons with disabilities.” There appear to be
separate factories for these two groups.''20 In particular, there are
light-duty factories in regions such as Hamheung, Wonsan,
Rakrang, Geumya, Pyeongchon, and Sinuiju, where honored
veterans can work on the production of daily necessities.'!?!
Those suffering from dwarfism or polio engage in work that is not
labor intensive, such as carving seals and repairing clocks,
bicycles, shoes and televisions, at local convenience service
centers, while some visually impaired people earn money by
playing the guitar.''22 North Korea is also known to provide job

opportunities to persons with disabilities through the Botonggang

1120_Daily NK, 28 August 2012; Kyu-chang Lee et al., Improving Human Rights
Conditions of North Korea's Vulnerable People through Humanitarian Assistance,
pp. 71-72.

1121_Rodong Sinmun, 7 April 2023; Rodong Sinmun, 18 February 2023; Rodong
Sinmun, 3 February 2023; Rodong Sinmun, 30 August 2023; Rodong Sinmun, 4
May 2023; Korean Central News Agency, 30 May 2023.

1122_NKHR2015000036 2015-02-10; NKHR2017000007 2017-04-10.
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Convenience Complex established in 2007, which is equipped
with a sewing workshop, clock repair shop, hair salon and beauty
salon."’23 A North Korean defector who defected in 2020
testified that there is a factory in Pyongyang where only disabled
people work and that he/she heard that the factory produces

buttons, simple hinges and zippers.''24

According to North Korea’s initial CRPD implementation
report submitted in December 2018, as of 2016, 58.4% of North
Koreans with disabilities aged between 17 and 59 years were
engaged in economic activities (61.6% males and 54.7%
females).''2> According to the report, employment opportunities
for people with disabilities are also provided by disability-related
organizations, with 20% of the staff of the Central Committee of
the KFPD, 100% of the members of both the Deaf Association of
Korea and the Blind Association of Korea, 50% of the staff of the
Korean Art Association of the Disabled, and 84% of the
employees of the Furniture Factory of the Deaf being people with
disabilities.'126 As of the end of 2018, there were more than 60
factories across North Korea that were dedicated to providing

work for visually impaired people.' 127

1123_Katharina Zellweger, “People with Disabilities in a Changing North Korea,”
p.21.

1124_NKHR2020000047 2020-11-28.
1125_UN Doc. CRPD/C/PRK/1 (2018), Table 5.
1126_/bid., para. 184.

1127_1bid., para. 169.
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There was a factory employing honored veterans in Gapsan
County, Yanggang Province, which had been in and out of
operation.

There was a factory employing honored veterans in Gapsan
County, Yanggang Province.

There was a factory employing honored veterans in
Namsan-gu, Musan County, North Hamgyeong Province.
There was a factory employing honored veterans in
Yeonbong—dong, Hyesan, Yanggang Province.

There was a factory designated for honored veterans in Musan
County, North Hamgyeong Province, where people with disabilities
were working.

Honored veterans are relatively well treated. There was a
factory exclusively employing honored veterans in Hyesan,
Yanggang Province.

There are factories employing disabled honored veterans in
every major region in North Korea.

There are factories employing honored veterans, but they are
often not in operation.

There are factories employing people with hearing, visual and
physical disabilities in Samsu County, Yanggang Province.

There is a medium-sized factory employing persons with
disabilities in Chukjeon—dong, Pyongyang.

There were two light—-duty workplaces for persons with
disabilities in Wonsan, South Hamgyeong Province. However,
there were no disabled people who worked there. Those
places were only used by merchants for sales purposes.

There was a factory employing the blind in Suseong-dong,
Chongijin, North Hamgyeong Province. The factory was not big.

Physically disabled people work at and get paid by light-duty
workplaces where the work is easier and working hours are
shorter.

The testifier heard that there are production facilities
employing ordinary disabled people but is not certain whether
they are well run.

3. Persons with Disabilities
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North Korean authorities provide some support for persons
with disabilities so that they can sustain their lives. A North
Korean defector who defected in 2014 said that his/her mother is a
person with a limp and that she received 300g of food as a ration
per day every month from the neighborhood (dong) office but did
not receive a disability subsidy.''28 There was also testimony
stating that the testifier witnessed a person with a physical
disability who lived in his/her neighborhood receiving rice as well

as occasional goods from the authorities."'2°

However, it appears that most North Koreans with disabilities
do not benefit from any care or protection from the state and live
with the help of their families or by begging on the street. A North
Korean defector who defected in 2020 testified that there are no
state benefits for the disabled in Pyongyang.''3? A North Korean
defector who defected in 2019 testified that there is no separate
state support for those who are unable to engage in economic
activities for an extended period of time due to illness or
disability."'3" A North Korean defector who defected in 2019
testified that a person from Hyesan who had a leg disability was
dependent on his/her family because he/she did not have a job and

did not receive a separate pension.''32 Another North Korean

1128_NKHR2018000096 2018-08-27.
1129_NKHR2018000094 2018-08-27.
1130_NKHR2021000025 2021-11-09.
1131_NKHR2020000007 2020-05-16.
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defector who defected in 2019 testified that his/her younger
sibling became disabled after sustaining a leg injury but did not
receive any state support.'’33 Another North Korean defector
who defected in 2019 reported that there is no separate state
support for the disabled except for the exemption from the market
tax, which is imposed on those trading at marketplaces
(jangmadang).'13% In addition, a North Korean defector who
defected in 2019 testified that his/her uncle, who was an honored
veteran, received some rice for national holidays, but there is no
special consideration from the authorities for ordinary disabled

people.' 135

Disability benefits or financial support from the state are mostly
for honored veterans. Benefits and support for honored veterans
appear to vary according to their rank. According to the testimony
of a North Korean defector who defected in 2020, goods such as
coal, rice and subsidiary foods are provided to honored veterans
to ensure their livelihood.''3® A North Korean defector who
defected in 2019 testified that benefits provided by the state to
honored veterans are great; when an honored veteran gets

married, the state pays for expenses such as the wedding, house

1132_NKHR2020000014 2020-06-15.
1133_NKHR2022000003 2022-05-19.
1134_NKHR2022000042-2 2023-07-31.
1135_NKHR2023000002 2023-04-11.
1136_NKHR2022000022 2022-06-21.
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and household articles for the marriage ceremony, and the chief
secretary of the relevant Provincial Party and City Party attend the
wedding.'137 In addition, according to the testimony of a North
Korean defector who defected in 2018, honored veterans receive
preferential hospital treatment and medical support such as

regular checkups and medicine.!138

Factories that employ honored veterans are in operation in
North Korea. A North Korean defector who defected in 2019
testified that he/she was discharged as an honored veteran in
December 1987 and worked at a factory for honored veterans
since January 1988.132 A North Korean defector who defected in
2019 testified that there is a factory employing honored veterans
that produces goods made of resin in Namsan-dong, Wonsan.'140
A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 reported that there
was a factory designated for honored veterans in Musan County,
North Hamgyeong Province, where people with disabilities were
working.''#1 A North Korean defector who defected in 2019
testified that he/she had seen a factory employing honored

veterans located in Nampo producing furniture and umbrellas.' 142

1137_NKHR2020000005 2020-05-15.
1138_NKHR2021000005 2021-08-20.
1139_NKHR2020000019 2020-07-04.
1140_NKHR2020000012 2020-06-15.
1141_NKHR2022000018-2 2023-08-01.
1142_NKHR2020000045 2020-10-13.
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Another North Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified
that he/she knows that there is a factory employing honored

veterans in Kimchaek.1143

Honored veterans with higher ranks seem to receive many
benefits and support. A North Korean defector who defected in
2019 testified that benefits for honored veterans vary depending
on their rank; according to the testifier, honored veterans with
lower ranks such as rank three do not receive any benefits, but
when a special honored veteran gets married, his wife does not
have to work and only takes care of him.''#4 A North Korean
defector who defected in 2019 testified that honored veterans in
general receive 1-2kg of seafood once every month and special

honored veterans receive rations that are a little better.!145

In addition, there have been reports that honored veterans
receive support for food, clothing and a place to live from the
state. A North Korean defector who defected in 2017 testified that
his/her father, an honored veteran, was given potato rations from
the state during the potato harvest season, the amount of which
differed every year.'146 A North Korean defector who defected in
2019 said that he/she saw on the news that honored veterans who

have injured their leg during military service are provided with

1143_NKHR2021000017 2021-09-24.
1144_NKHR2020000014 2020-06-15.
1145_NKHR2020000045 2020-10-31.
1146_NKHR2017000018 2017-04-10.
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state support including an apartment unit and food and that
he/she witnessed women voluntarily marrying such honored
veterans.''7 Another North Korean defector who defected in
2019 testified that newly built apartments are allocated to honored
veterans and military officers and some of them sell their

apartment units after living there for a certain period of time.!148

However, there have been many testimonies claiming that the
existing support system for honored veterans does not provide
actual support. Support for honored veterans mostly does not
seem to be provided in a stable manner. The scale and details of
the support vary based on the rank of honored veterans. It has
been found that the scale of support is not significant for honored
veterans with lower ranks, and such support is not provided
consistently from year to year and differs by region. A North
Korean defector who defected in 2019 and another who defected
in 2020 testified that an honored veteran support system is in
place but only as a formality.''#° A North Korean defector who
defected in 2019 testified that North Korea offers little to no

special guarantee for honored veterans.!150

The policy benefits for honored veterans do not appear to

directly impact their everyday lives. A North Korean defector

1147_NKHR2023000008 2023-04-28.
1148_NKHR2023000019 2023-08-02.
1149_NKHR2020000007 2020-05-16; NKHR2021000025 2021-11-09.
1150_NKHR2020000014 2020-06-15.
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who defected in 2019 testified that, although preferential treatment,
such as food rations, is granted to honored veterans, it is not
practically helpful considering the current price of living,' "' and
the state support provided was insufficient so his wife had to run a
business to sustain their livelihood."'>? Another North Korean
defector who defected in 2019 reported that the pension provided
to honored veterans is of such low value that it is not even enough
to buy 1kg of rice.''53 A North Korean defector from North
Hamgyeong Province whose father was an honored veteran said
that the goods or subsidies actually provided to honored veterans
were extremely limited in nature.'’>* A North Korean defector
who defected in 2018 testified that the son of his/her aunt became
an honored military serviceman after injuring his eye while
serving in the military but received no support from the state.'!3>
A North Korean defector in his/her mid-30s who defected in 2016
testified that his/her father was an honored veteran and received
rations of corn or potatoes under the honored veteran rations;
potato rations were given once a year during the potato harvest
season, which were sometimes 50kg and other times 100 kg, with

some years without any rations.''56 A North Korean defector in

1151_NKHR2022000018-2 2023-08-01.
1152_NKHR2023000019 2023-08-02.
1153_NKHR2023000021 2023-08-04.
1154_NKHR2016000046 2016-04-19.
1155_NKHR2018000058 2018-07-02.
1156_NKHR2017000018 2017-04-10.
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his/her 20s who defected in 2019 testified that he/she was forcibly
discharged as his/her back was injured while cutting wood when
he/she was in the military, and there were no other guarantees

other than receiving 50 North Korean won per month.'157

A North Korean defector who defected in 2018 testified that the
state does not provide anything to honored veterans except for
herbal supplements during holidays, and honored veterans buy
prosthetic legs and hands with their own money.''58 Another
testifier said that the title “honored veteran” does not guarantee
any support from the state,’'>? and honored veterans earn their
living by farming or trading.''®% A North Korean defector who
defected in 2020 testified that honored veterans only receive
rations that are a little better and do not receive any special
benefits."'®" A North Korean defector who defected in 2019
testified that, in 2018 and 2019, relevant state institutions gave oil
and food such as rice to honored veterans, but they were not

sufficient to maintain a living.""62

There were also testimonies indicating that honored veterans do

not receive benefits or that they do not register as honored veterans

1157_NKHR2019000065 2019-08-17.
1158_NKHR2021000004 2021-08-20.
1159_NKHR2021000008 2021-09-07.
1160_NKHR2021000007 2021-09-06.
1161_NKHR2021000022 2021-10-19.
1162_NKHR2021000029 2021-11-23.
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as there are more disadvantages than advantages after registration.
A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 said that his/her
son was discharged as he lost his sight while performing military
service but did not register himself as an honored veteran because

there is no special preferential treatment.' 63

It seems that there are more support and benefits offered to
honored veterans who are injured while serving in dangerous
areas. A North Korean defector in his’/her 20s who defected in
2019 said that his/her father was a professional soldier and
discharged in 2011 as a special honored veteran after being
injured and disabled while serving in a place that deals with
hazardous substances. The testifier said that special honored
veterans receive exemptions from school expenses for their
children, special rations on national holidays, and hospital
treatment for a certain period of time. The testifier also said that
his/her father received holiday rations four times a year and 40

days of treatment at a provincial hospital once a year.!164

North Korean Law on the Protection of Persons with
Disabilities stipulates that “educational supervision institutions
and the institutions in charge can organize and operate training
institutions and vocational schools for masseuses, computer

typists, painters and designers in consideration of academic

1163_NKHR2019000074 2019-08-26.
1164_NKHR2019000071 2019-08-26.
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background, age and the level of disability of persons with
disabilities” (Article 22). In accordance with this provision, North
Korea implements policies to support the employment of persons
with disabilities. Moreover, a U.K.-based private relief
organization for North Korea, DULA International, entered into
an agreement with the KFPD to establish a design school for

persons with disabilities in Pyongyang on 2 May 2016.1165

(1) Violation of the Right to Independent Life and
Participation in Local Communities

The CRPD stipulates that “persons with disabilities have the
opportunity to choose their place of residence and where and with
whom they live on an equal basis with others and are not obliged
to live in a particular living arrangement” (Article 19 (a)). The
CRPD also stresses the integration of persons with disabilities
into local communities, stating, “Persons with disabilities have
access to a range of in-home, residential and other community
support services, including personal assistance necessary to
support living and inclusion in the community, and to prevent

isolation or segregation from the community” (Article 19 (b)).

1165_ Voice of America, 29 December 2015.
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A representative case of violation of the CRPD is the
segregation of people with dwarfism, which interferes with the
freedom of residence and integration into local communities. A
substantial number of North Korean defectors have testified that
there are segregated areas for people with dwarfism. One such
area is Yeonha-ri, Kimhyeongjik County (formerly Huchang
County).''66 A North Korean defector who defected in 2019
testified that he/she witnessed a person with dwarfism who was
able to avoid relocation to Huchang County because he/she had a
relative who was the Party chief secretary of a city living on the
outskirts of the city.''67 Another North Korean defector who
defected in 2019 testified that he/she had heard of a village
located in Huchang County, Yanggang Province, where people

with dwarfism live together.'168

In contrast, testimonies have been collected claiming that the
testifiers had seen people with dwarfism living in non-segregated
areas with other residents. A North Korean defector who had
lived in Rason, North Hamgyeong Province testified to having
witnessed a person with dwarfism and a person with spinal lesions

in downtown Rason in 2016.11%2 Given such testimonies, it seems

1166_NKHR2015000074 2015-04-07; NKHR2015000106 2015-05-19; NKHR2016000083
2016-05-31.

1167_NKHR2022000021 2022-06-21.
1168_NKHR2023000014 2023-07-26.
1169_NKHR2016000186 2016-12-13.
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that although there are some segregated areas for people with
dwarfism, not all people with dwarfism are segregated. Therefore,
it is necessary to continue to find out, through defector
testimonies, the accurate situation regarding the segregation of

people with dwarfism.

Another case of violation of the freedom of residence is the
restriction on the place of residence of persons with disabilities.
According to North Korean defectors, North Korean authorities
restrict persons with disabilities from living in Pyongyang, which
is a special district, and in Nampo, Gaeseong and Chongjin,
which are frequently visited by foreigners. With exceptions
granted to people with special skills, North Korean authorities
control the residence of persons with disabilities under the pretext
that they may leave an unpleasant impression on visiting

foreigners.'"70

On the other hand, there have been reports claiming that the
overall social perception and treatment of persons with disabilities
and honored veterans have recently changed. A North Korean
defector who defected in 2018 testified that disabled people born
in Pyongyang are not relocated to provincial areas.'’”! Another
North Korean defector who defected in 2018 testified that, today,

the disabled have good living conditions to some extent because

1170_NKHR2014000078 2014-07-01.
1171_NKHR2021000005 2021-08-20.
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they have manual skills in some areas, and people like to marry
honored veterans.''72 A testifier said that persons with
disabilities are not discriminated against or ignored in North
Korea,'173 and another testifier said that he/she never took pity on
disabled people and sometimes felt jealous of them because they
live a better life.'7% There was also a testifier who said that
disabled people live better lives compared to others because they
do not have to work for an official workplace and earn money
from private activities, so they are able to marry well.'175 A
North Korean defector who defected in 2019 said that significant
consideration is given to honored veterans compared to ordinary

people, including the provision of houses and mobile phones."'76

(2) Violation of Respect for Home and the Family

The CRPD stipulates that “the right of all persons with
disabilities who are of marriageable age to marry and to found a
family on the basis of free and full consent of the intending
spouses is recognized” (Article 23, paragraph 1 (a)). Moreover, it
specifies that “the rights of persons with disabilities to decide

freely and responsibly on the number and spacing of their children

1172_NKHR2021000004 2021-08-20.
1173_NKHR2021000008 2021-09-07.
1174_NKHR2021000010 2021-09-08.
1175_NKHR2021000012 2021-09-13.
1176_NKHR2023000002 2023-04-11.
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[...] are recognized” (Article 23, paragraph 1 (b)).

The most obvious case of inhuman discrimination and human
rights violation that infringes upon the respect for home and the
family is the sterilization of people with warfism. A North Korean
defector who defected in 2015 testified that in 2014, people with
dwarfism were forced to be sterilized in Onsong County, North
Hamgyeong Province.''77 In addition, a North Korean defector
who defected in 2019 testified that people with dwarfism who are
sent to segregated areas are forced to use contraception by the
state so that they do not have children.''”8 However, it has been
found that the number of cases of people with dwarfism having
children has increased recently following continued protests and
complaints. Defector testimonies on cases of forced sterilization
of persons with disabilities are on the decrease. A North Korean
defector testified that forced sterilization is not conducted on

people with dwarfism without the approval of their guardian.''7?

1177_NKHR2015000171 2015-12-01.
1178_NKHR2022000021 2022-06-21.
1179_NKHR2019000084 2019-10-05.
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(3) Mobility

The CRPD stipulates that “States Parties shall take effective
measures to ensure personal mobility with the greatest possible
independence for persons with disabilities” (Article 20). After
signing the CRPD, North Korea revised the Law on the Protection
of Persons with Disabilities in November 2013 and added
provisions that emphasize the accessibility of persons with
disabilities to buildings and facilities, reflecting relevant

provisions in the CRPD.""80

As part of its remodeling plan, North Korea built restrooms for
the disabled at the Sunan International Airport. However, it has
been found that other than such special facilities, North Korea has
failed to take measures that guarantee the mobility of disabled
people due to economic hardships. The UN Special Rapporteur on
the rights of persons with disabilities visited North Korea in May
2017 and confirmed that even new public buildings, such as the
Science and Technology Center, the Pyongyang Sunan International
Airport (arrivals hall) and the Pyongyang Elementary Academy,
were difficult to access by persons with disabilities.’'®! In
addition, persons with disabilities seem to have difficulties in their
daily lives due to the restrictions on access to residential facilities

and public transportation facilities. North Korea reported to the

1180_ Chosun Shinbo, 6 December 2013; Yonhap News Agency, 6 December 2013.
1181_UN Doc. A/HRC/37/56/Add.1 (2018), para. 45.
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Special Rapporteur that since May 2017, it has been providing a
free taxi service in Pyongyang in a bid to improve accessibility for
persons with disabilities and that the National Construction
Committee operated under the Ministry of State Construction
Control has developed guidelines on accessibility.!’82 The
Special Rapporteur, however, found that North Korea is not using
the most recent accessibility standards, and welcomed North
Korea’s request for technical cooperation with international

partners in international accessibility standards."83

In its initial CRPD implementation report, North Korea
admitted that persons with disabilities in North Korea have little
access to public facilities and announced that it is planning to
adopt and expand the advanced technologies needed to grant
disabled people an independent but socially integrated life.' "84 In
this regard, North Korea adopted “barrier-free architectural
design standards” in 2019 under its Construction Law."''85 This
can be positively evaluated as part of the measures to improve

accessibility for persons with disabilities in North Korea.

1182_/bid., para. 46.

1183_ /bid.

1184_UN Doc. CRPD/C/PRK/1 (2018), para. 76.

1185_ Korean Central News Agency, 18 December 2019.
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The CRPD stipulates that the State Parties shall “promote
positive perceptions and greater social awareness towards persons
with disabilities” (Article 8, paragraph 2 (a) ii). North Korea is
also engaged in activities to improve public awareness of persons
with disabilities in accordance with the Law on the Protection of
Persons with Disabilities. First, pursuant to Article 49 of the Law
on the Protection of Persons with Disabilities, North Korean
authorities have designated 18 June as the “Day of Persons with
Disabilities” in 2011 and hold celebratory events every year.''86
Also, since 2010, North Korea has held the “Joint Celebrations on
the Occasion of the International Day of Persons with
Disabilities” every year, hosted by the Central Committee of
KFPD, to celebrate the International Day of Persons with
Disabilities in Pyongyang on 3 December."'87 North Korea has
also carried out projects to raise awareness of persons with
disabilities through joint sports events participated by both people
with and without disabilities. These efforts are observed in North
Korea’s Committee on Physical Training Guidance (November
2012), among others. Recently, table tennis matches between

people with and without disabilities have been held on a regular

1186_ Chosun Shinbo, 24 June 2014.

1187_Kyu-chang Lee et al., Improving Human Rights Conditions of North Korea's
Vuinerable People through Humanitarian Assistance, p. 72, Chosun Shinbo, 7
December 2013.
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basis, with the number of participants increasing." '8 Recently, in
addition to table tennis matches, soft tennis, swimming, shooting,
and archery matches are held every year under the title “Sports

Competition for the Disabled and Supporters.”! 89

The UN Special Rapporteur on the rights of persons with
disabilities pointed out, in the report on her visit to North Korea,
that there is a stigma and discrimination against persons with
disabilities because of the perception that they are in need of
support and that they are not capable of making contributions to
society.''?0 The Special Rapporteur also noted that improper
language is used in North Korean laws to refer to persons with
disabilities and recommended that such language be revised.''?"
In addition, the Special Rapporteur found it to be problematic that
those with cognitive and psychosocial disabilities are forced to
appoint a guardian and have their legal rights restricted, including
the right to vote and the right to be elected. The Special
Rapporteur, therefore, urged the legislative authorities to conduct
a comprehensive review so that North Korean laws can comply

with Article 4 of the CRPD."192 In general, North Korea requires

1188_/bid., p. 72.
1189_ Roadong Sinmun, 2 August 2023.
1190_UN Doc. A/HRC/37/56/Add.1 (2018), paras. 39-44.

1191_/bid., paras. 26-28. Articles 172 and 229 of the Criminal Procedure Law (the
dumb, the deaf), Article 49 of the Civil Procedure Law (totally incompetent
person), Article 78 of the Labor Law (the crippled), Article 13 of the Public
Health Law (those who have lost ability to work), and Article 66 of the
Constitution (insane person).
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persons with disabilities to receive education or services in
separate facilities, preventing persons with disabilities from
having access to facilities or services equivalent to those used by

people without disabilities.! 193

Testimonies indicating that the implementation of policies for
non-discrimination and inclusion of people with disabilities has
not led to an improvement in North Korean people’s awareness of
the disabled have also been documented. A North Korean
defector who defected in 2019 said that he/she had never seen
people with disabilities in person,''?4 and another North Korean
defector who defected in 2019 pointed out that North Korean
society’s overall interest in people with disabilities has been
insignificant.''%5 Another North Korean defector who defected in
2019 testified that widespread discrimination against and negative
perceptions of people with disabilities make it difficult to provide
care for the disabled. In summary, the sense of indifference and

pity toward disabled people is still common in North Korea.'196

Recently, there have been efforts by the North Korean
authorities to use mass media to alter public perception of persons

with disabilities. A North Korean defector who defected in 2018

1192_/bid.

1193_/bid., para. 42.

1194_NKHR2023000008 2023-04-28.

1195_NKHR2023000012 2023-05-30.

1196_NKHR2023000009 2023-05-10; NKHR2022000042-2 2023-07-31.
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testified that around 2016, he/she saw a TV commercial, which
showed the state’s consideration for persons with disabilities.! 97
Another North Korean defector who defected in 2018 also
testified that since 2017 there has been an increasing number of
news reports related to persons with disabilities, such as
performance troupes consisting of persons with disabilities and
schools for persons with disabilities.!'98 In 2019, the state media
outlet KCNA actively publicized measures carried out by North
Korean authorities to improve the human rights of persons with
disabilities during the year.'199 Although this can be interpreted
as a political effort to propagate the achievements of the
authorities, it can also be viewed as a positive change considering
that the mentioning of the disabled itself had been avoided in the

past.

North Korea has pursued cooperation with South Korea and the
international community to support persons with disabilities. With
respect to inter-Korean cooperation, as part of the inter-Korean
exchange and support project for persons with disabilities, an

inter-Korean seminar on scientific rehabilitation of persons with

1197_NKHR2018000056 2018-07-02.
1198_NKHR2018000117 2018-10-22.
1199_ Korean Central News Agency, 18 December 2019.
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disabilities was held for the first time at the Yanggakdo Hotel in
Pyongyang on 19 December 2006. The seminar included a
discussion of research results on rehabilitative treatment and
special education, which was attended by a delegation from
Daegu University (South Korea) and a delegation from the
Chosun Red Cross Hospital (North Korea).'290 In addition, in
May 2007, the Botonggang Convenience Complex was built and
opened on Red Avenue, Botonggang District, Pyongyang with the
support of South Korea’s Lighthouse Foundation. This is the first
self-reliant rehabilitation center for persons with disabilities and is

jointly operated with the KFPD. 201

Second, cooperation with international NGOs is also taking
place. Green Tree International is seeking to build the
Daedonggang Rehabilitation Center for the Disabled in
Pyongyang, which will offer medical support and training on
rehabilitative skills for persons with disabilities, as well as
educational programs for athletes and artists with disabilities.!202
Humanity & Inclusion also teaches therapeutic skills to physical
therapists working at facilities such as the Pyongyang-based
Munsu Functional Recovery Center and the Korean

Rehabilitation Center for Children with Disabilities.'2%3 In April

1200_ Yonhap News Agency, 22 December 2006.

1201_0O00, KINU Advisory Meeting, 29 June 2012. The name is not disclosed upon
request.

1202_See Green Tree International, <www.greentreekorea.org).
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2016, Together-Hamheung opened the first kindergarten for
children with hearing loss in North Korea in Moranbong District,
Pyongyang with support from a Catholic organization and donors;
the kindergarten has around 10 classrooms and can accommodate
approximately 40 children.'294 In 2019, an American relief
organization called IGNIS Community established the
Pyongyang Spine and Rehabilitation Center (PYSRC) at
Pyongyang Medical College. This research center has trained
North Korean healthcare providers on the treatment of children
with behavioral development disabilities including cerebral palsy
and autism. It has been reported that, despite restrictions due to
COVID-19, the research center plans to import necessary medical
and rehabilitation equipment and begin treating patients from the
end of 2022.1205 The ICRC conducted physical rehabilitation
programs for the disabled through the Songrim and Rakrang
Physical Rehabilitation Centers.'296 However, the organization’s
activities in North Korea have been temporarily suspended since
the end of 2020 due to the measures implemented by North

Korean authorities in response to COVID-19.1207

1203_See Humanity & Inclusion, <www.handicap-international.org).
1204_ Nocut News, 1 July 2016.
1205_ Voice of America, 17 August 2022.

1206_ICRC, “ICRC Activities in the DPRK,” December 2020, <https://kr.icrc.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/03/2020-DPRK-Fact-and-Figures_KO.pdf> (Accessed 6
September 2022).

1207_ Voice of America, 29 July 2022.
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Third, exchange projects with persons with disabilities are also
carried out with the international community. The Central
Committee of the KFPD entered into a memorandum of
understanding (MOU) with the World Federation of the Deafblind
(hereinafter WFDB) on 9 February 2011, through which the Blind
Association of Korea (launched in March 2014) and the Deaf
Association of Korea (launched in December 2013) are working
on projects to join the WFDB. 1208 On 7 November 2014, with the
help of the Finnish Association of the Deaf, six North Korean
delegates, including three people with hearing impairment, went
to Finland and paid a courtesy visit to Ms. Sirpa Paatero, the then
Minister for International Development.'299 In addition, a concert
for students with disabilities was held in the U.K. and France from
20 February to 2 March 2015.7210 Furthermore, 18 people with
hearing loss from Japan, Singapore and the Netherlands visited
North Korea from 8 to 12 August 2014.'2'" An official from the
International Paralympic Committee, headquartered in Bonn,
Germany, visited Pyongyang from 13 to 16 May 2016 and
explained the “disability grade system,” rules and categorization

methods adopted by the Paralympics to 21 athletes, including 13

1208_ Chosun Shinbo, 24 June 2014.
1209_ Voice of America, 8 November 2014.

1210_ Chosun Shinbo, 27 August 2014; MK News, 17 September 2014; 7he Asia
Economy Daily, 6 February 2015.

1211_ Chosun Shinbo, 27 August 2014,
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North Korean table tennis players and eight swimmers.'2'2 The
stricter border closure imposed by North Korean authorities
following the outbreak of COVID-19 has significantly hindered
exchanges between North Korea and the international community
for persons with disabilities. Nevertheless, the Blind Association
of Korea joined the World Blind Union in 2020 and has continued
its cooperation projects for the visually impaired with activities
such as holding an event to commemorate the White Cane Safety
Day, which is dedicated to the rights of the visually impaired, in
October 2022.1213

Fourth, North Koreans with disabilities have participated in
international sports events. North Korea established the Korean
Association for Sports of the Disabled in 2010 and the National
Paralympic Committee in September 2011 and officially joined
the International Paralympic Committee held in Athens from 22
to 24 November 2013. It has also taken part in a wide range of
international competitions for persons with disabilities, including
the 2012 London Summer Paralympics, the Asia Youth Para
Games held in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia in October 2013, the Asia
Para Games held in Incheon in October 2014, the Rio
Paralympics in September 2016, and the PyeongChang 2018
Winter Paralympics. In December 2016, the North Korean deaf

1212_ Voice of America, 7 June 2016.
1213_ Yonhap News Agency, 16 October 2022.
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football team, composed of athletes with hearing loss and
linguistic disabilities, visited Australia for the second time, after
their first visit in December 2014, to compete in a friendly match
with the Australian deaf football team.'2'4 However, North
Korea did not participate in the 2022 Beijing Winter Paralympics
for reasons that included the COVID-19 pandemic.'2'5

North Korea defines persons with disabilities as subjects of
special protection and responds to the issue of disability with
forward-looking policies. However, negative perceptions towards
persons with disabilities still exist in North Korean society. In
addition, providing education and services to persons with
disabilities in separate facilities has, in effect, served as a form of
social discrimination. It is difficult for ordinary residents to meet
disabled people around their place of residence, and there is no
strong social interest in people with disabilities. Social avoidance
and indifference toward disabled people in North Korea have
evolved into discrimination against them. While honored veterans
are found to receive some benefits, those with disabilities, whose
disabilities have been caused by industrial accidents or other

accidents, do not seem to receive adequate levels of protection

1214_ Voice of America, 19 November 2016.
1215_ Radlio Free Asia, 10 January 2022.

3. Persons with Disabilities | 583



and support.

In addition, suspicion over practices that violate the right to
integrate into local communities and the respect for the family has
yet to be resolved. Such practices include the segregation and
sterilization of those with dwarfism. Moreover, while efforts
toward rehabilitation are also being made through factories
employing honored veterans and factories employing general
persons with disabilities, these are assessed as ineffective due to
the economic hardships North Korea faces. North Korean
authorities emphasize the need to care for persons with disabilities,
but it is highly likely that, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, people
with disabilities have become more isolated and experienced
difficulties in engaging in basic rehabilitation, treatment, and
economic and cultural activities. Buildings in urban areas appear
to be equipped with facilities for the disabled.'2'¢ Furthermore,
as part of the Project on the Protection of Persons with
Disabilities, the KFPD has introduced several measures, including
the publication of the Questions and Answers for the Registration
of Persons with Disabilities, the creation of a website exclusively
for the disabled, and the development of the Digital Dictionary
for North Korean Sign Language for people with hearing

impairment.'217

1216_ Korean Central News Agency, 18 June 2023.
1217_ Korean Central News Agency, 23 December 2021.
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North Korea has accepted the recommendations'?'® of the UN
member states made during the third cycle of the UPR in 2019
regarding the improvement of the rights of persons with
disabilities.’2'9 In order to promote the human rights of persons
with disabilities in North Korea, North Korea must comply with
its relevant domestic laws and the CRPD and continue to
exchange and cooperate with the international community.
However, international cooperation projects for people with
disabilities seem to have been de facto suspended due to the
COVID-19 pandemic. If North Korea lifts the border closure and
demonstrates a forward-looking attitude in the future, it will be
able to resume its international cooperation projects for the
disabled. Given that the UNHRC meeting on the fourth cycle of
the UPR of North Korea is scheduled for 2024, it is crucial to
verify whether the recommendations that North Korea accepted
regarding the rights of people with disabilities have been
faithfully implemented in compliance with the relevant

international human rights standards.

The attention and support of North Korean authorities are
essential to ensure the effective provision of necessary services
for the disabled in North Korea. North Korean authorities should

make efforts to ensure that laws and regulations, programs, and

1218_UN Doc. A/HRC/42/10 (2019), paras. 126.193-126.199.
1219_UN Doc. A/HRC/42/10/Add.1 (2019), para. 9 (a).
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measures for non-discrimination and inclusion for people with
disabilities actually lead to the improvement in North Korean
people’s awareness of the disabled. Creation of an environment in
which people with disabilities can develop both mentally and
physically requires not only the North Korean authorities’ efforts
but also their cooperation with the international community.
Given North Korea’s openness to international cooperation
demonstrated by its submission of the initial CRPD
implementation report, efforts to promote the human rights of
people with disabilities in North Korea should continue through

cooperation with the international community.
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1

Political Prison Camps
(Kwanliso)

North Korea operates political prison camps called kwanliso.
Given that they are not official detention facilities stipulated in the
Criminal Law or the Criminal Procedure Law, imprisoning people in
political prison camps (kwanliso) is deemed as an arbitrary
punishment that violates human rights. People in North Korea do not
have detailed information about the procedures for imprisonment or
the locations of political prison camps (kwanliso). However, North
Koreans fear them as a place to be sent to as punishment for actions
deemed a threat to the regime. 220 North Korea uses political prison

camps (kwanliso) as a means of governance to maintain the regime.

A. Overview of Political Prison Camps (Kwanliso)

Political prison camps operated by North Korean authorities

1220_NKHR2019000020 2019-05-07.
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under the name of kwanliso are unofficial detention facilities that
are run under strict surveillance. According to the Reference Book
for Citizen Registration Projects published in 1993 by the Ministry
of Social Security Press, there are political prison camps
(kwanliso) run under the Ministry of Social Security and the
Ministry of State Security, which are operated in the form of
prison camps (kyohwaso), total control zones, and semi-controlled
zones (revolutionary zones).'22' The Reference Book for Citizen
Registration Projects states that the immediate family members
of those who were arrested and prevented from having outside
contact as political prisoners or politically dangerous individuals
are marked as political criminals in the background (songbun)
section of the citizen registry. North Korea has officially denied
the existence of political prison camps (kwanliso). However, a
total of five political prison camps (kwanliso) — No. 14 Kwanliso
in Gaecheon, No. 15 Kwanliso in Yodok, No. 16 Kwanliso in
Myeonggan, No. 18 Kwanliso in Gaecheon, and No. 25 Kwanliso
in Chongjin — are known to have been in operation, with an
estimated capacity of 80,000 to 120,000 people.'?22 It has been
reported that North Korean political prison camps (kwanliso) are

heavily fortified with outer electric fences, traps, and large spikes,

1221_Ministry of Social Security Press, Reference Book for Citizen Registration
Projects (1993), p. 40.

1222_Geumsoon Lee et al, Political Prison Camps in North Korea (Seoul: KINU,
2013), pp. 19-21.
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which make it nearly impossible to escape. Recently, based on
satellite images and defector testimonies, NK Watch reported that
No. 15 Kwanliso in Yodok was likely closed and relocated sometime

around 2018.1223

No. 14 Kwanliso in Gaecheon is located in Dongchanggol,
Jamsang-ri, Chang-dong, Gaecheon, South Pyeongan Province.
No. 15 Kwanliso in Yodok was located across the five villages
(ri) of Daesuk-ri, Ipseok-ri, Gueup-ri, Yongpyeong-ri and
Pyeongjeon-ri; the camp occupied a large area equivalent to
one-third of Yodok County, South Hamgyeong Province. It has
been reported that No. 15 Kwanliso in Yodok was closed in 2018,
and NK Watch has confirmed the dismantling of guard facilities
and the removal of barbed-wire fences through satellite images.
No. 16 Kwanliso in Myeonggan is located in Jungpyeong-dong,
Gari-dong and Buhwa-ri in Myeonggan County, North Hamgyeong
Province.'?24 Based on satellite image analysis, NK Watch
reported that the area of No. 16 Kwanliso has expanded from
approximately 30 km north-south and 33.76 km east-west (as of
April 2013) to 50.47 km north-south and 33.76 km east-west. No.
18 Kwanliso in Gaecheon is located in Joyang-dong and

Dongnim-ri, Gaecheon, South Pyeongan Province. It has been

1223_Myeongchul Ahn, Executive Director of NK Watch, KINU Open Research
Forum, 25 August 2023.

1224_No. 16 Kwanliso in Myeonggan is also called as Hwaseong Kwan/iso, after the
old name of the region.
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found that sometime in 20062007, the former No. 18 Kwanliso in
Bukchang, which had been located in Sepo-dong, Sampo-dong
and Sinheung-ri, was downsized and moved to Gaecheon, South
Pyeongan Province. Unlike other political prison camps
(kwanliso), No. 18 Kwanliso in Gaecheon is under the
management of the Ministry of Social Security. It is known that
people who are imprisoned there are issued a People’s
Registration Card and granted the right to vote, although not the
right to run for election. Moreover, it has been reported that there
are schools and a hospital within the camp, which can be used by
prisoners, released prisoners, and ordinary residents (e.g.,
managing personnel and prisoners’ families) without distinction
except the total control zone.'225 No. 25 Kwanliso in Chongjin is
located in Suseong-dong, Songpyeong District, North Hamgyeong
Province. Although No. 25 Kwanliso in Chongjin is also called
Suseong Kyohwaso, it is actually a political prison camp
(kwanliso) accommodating political criminals. There have also
been testimonies claiming that officials, including security chiefs
of Provincial Parties and chairmen of provincial People’s

Committees, are detained in No. 25 Kwanliso in Chongjin.'226

1225_NKHR2020000048 2020-11-28
1226_NKHR2014000010 2014-03-04, NKHR2014000056 2014-05-20.
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Korea Institute for National Unification

Location of Political Prison Camps (Kwanliso)

Hoeryong (No. 22 Kwanliso, closed in 2012) 0

Cheongjin (No. 25 Kwanliso)
[ ]

°
Myeonggan (No. 16 Kwanliso)

Gaecheon (No. 14 Kwanliso)
Gaecheon (No. 18 Kwan//'so). ()
o
Bukchang o Yodok (No. 15 Kwanliso)
(former No. 18 Kwanliso;
relocated to Gaecheon in around 2006~2007),

® Currently operating
O Closed or relocated

B. Grounds and Procedures for Imprisonment

While there is no internationally established definition of a
“political crime,” such crimes are, in general, classified into (i)
“absolute political crime,” such as a crime against the state, high
treason and espionage; and (ii) “relative political crime,” in which
acts of a general crime, including murder, arson and theft, are
combined with the aspects of absolute political crime.'22”
According to surveys conducted to date, political prison camps
(kwanliso) in North Korea hold both types of political criminals.

Specifically, those who have criticized the North Korean system

1227_Geumsoon Lee et a/., Political Prison Camps in North Korea, p. 9.
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or insulted the Supreme Leader (Suryeong),'?28 received money
from South Korea or made phone calls to South Korea, engaged
in organized human trafficking,'229 attempted to defect to South
Korea, arranged the defection of others to South Korea,!230
contacted South Koreans or made favorable comments about
South Korea, or provided important documents or information to
South Korea or other foreign countries are detained in political
prison camps (kwanliso). Little to no testimony has been collected
on the specific process for imprisonment in political prison camps
(kwanliso). Nevertheless, it appears that those scheduled to be
sent to a political prison camp (kwanliso) undergo a preliminary
examination and that their sentencing is not based on a formal
trial as stipulated in the Criminal Law or the Criminal Procedure

Law.

In the early days of their operation, political prison camps
(kwanliso) held sectarian or anti-Kim Il Sung elements.'23' The
political prison camps (kwanliso) continue to be used today to
confine those who oppose the North Korean system or insult the
Supreme Leader (Suryeong). A North Korean defector testified
that he/she always spoke carefully so as not to be accused of being

a “language reactionary.”'232 A North Korean defector who

1228_NKHR2023000018 2023-08-01.
1229_NKHR2023000059 2023-07-29.
1230_NKHR2023000019 2023-08-02.

1231_Geumsoon Lee et a/., Political Prison Camps in North Korea, p. 10.
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defected in 2018 testified that those who oppose or criticize Kim
Jong Un are imprisoned in a political prison camp (kwanliso),'?33
and a North Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that
those who distort what Kim Jong Un says or implement Kim Jong
Un’s policies in a distorted manner are put in a political prison

camp (kwanliso).'234

It has been reported that those caught receiving money from
South Korea or making phone calls to South Korea may be
detained in a political prison camp (kwanliso).'?3> A North
Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that in 2016, a
33-year-old woman in Yanggang Province was caught receiving
and delivering money from South Korea, and her husband, who
had been in service at the OO General Bureau, was discharged
from his position as his wife was sent to a political prison camp

(kwanliso).1236

It has been found that those who commit human trafficking are
generally sent to prison camps (kyohwaso), but those who commit
organizational human trafficking or trafficking related to South

Korea are sent to political prison camps (kwanliso). A North

1232_NKHR2019000104 2019-11-09; NKHR2023000008 2023-04-28; NKHR2023000009
2023-05-10.

1233_NKHR2022000006 2022-05-25.
1234_NKHR2022000001 2022-05-13.
1235_NKHR2019000019 2019-05-07.
1236_NKHR2019000031 2019-06-03.
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Korean defector who defected in 2018 testified that a woman who
was in the same Women’s Union as the testifier was arrested for
trafficking 70 people in 2015 and sent to a political prison camp
(kwanliso).'?37 A North Korean defector testified that he/she
heard that his/her schoolmate who lived in a border region was
caught by the Ministry of State Security and sent to a political
prison camp (kwanliso) sometime in 2015-2016 for trafficking
people to China.'238 Another North Korean defector testified that
a People’s Unit (inminban) chief in Kimjongsuk County was
detained in a political prison camp (kwanliso) for human
trafficking around 2016 because he/she received money from

South Korea in the process.'23°

Cases have been continuously reported in which people were
detained in political prison camps (kwanliso) after being caught
attempting to flee to South Korea. A North Korean defector who
defected in 2019 testified that a family of 11 people who had lived
in Musan County, North Hamgyeong Province was caught at an
airfield in China after defecting from North Korea and sent to a
political prison camp (kwanliso) in 2015, and that the testifier
learned this information from an MSS agent who gathered people

and announced such details. However, the testifier said that he/she

1237_NKHR2018000101 2018-10-01.
1238_NKHR2019000046 2019-07-01.
1239_NKHR2019000019 2019-05-07.
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heard that a minor of the family (presumed to be eight years old at
that time) was sent to an accommodation in Musan County that
raises orphans.'?40° A North Korean defector who defected in
2018 testified that he/she witnessed a family of five people who
were caught while attempting to escape to South Korea being sent
to a political prison camp (kwanliso) when the testifier was in the
MSS county detention center (guryujang) in Onsong in 2017.1241
North Korean people are well aware of the fact that those caught
attempting to defect to South Korea are sent to a political prison
camp (kwanliso). A North Korean defector who defected in 2018
testified that people caught attempting to flee to South Korea end
up being detained in a political prison camp (kwanliso).%42
Another North Korean defector who defected in 2018 also
testified that people caught attempting to defect to South Korea
are first sent to the Ministry of State Security and then to a

political prison camp (kwanliso) without trial.1243

Testimonies have been continuously collected stating that
brokers helping North Korean people defect to South Korea are
sent to political prison camps (kwanliso). A North Korean
defector who defected in 2019 testified that the broker who

arranged his/her defection was caught and sent to a political

1240_NKHR2019000033 2019-06-03.
1241_NKHR2019000075 2019-08-26.
1242_NKHR2022000017 2022-06-13.
1243_NKHR2022000006 2022-05-25.
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prison camp (kwanliso) in 2020.'244 A North Korean defector
testified that his/her uncle, who worked as a broker aiding North
Korean defectors, was sent to a political prison camp (kwanliso) in
2015.1245 A North Korean defector in his/her 50s who defected in
2017 testified that his/her sister, who was a broker for defectors,
went missing after being arrested by the Ministry of State Security
in 2016. The testifier said that his/her sister is assumed to have
been sent to a political prison camp (kwanliso).'24¢ Another North
Korean defector testified that his/her neighbor, who was a broker
for defectors, was caught in 2017 by the Ministry of State Security
for handing over the children who remained in North Korea to a
Chinese broker upon request by their parents who had already
defected to South Korea. The testifier said that he/she heard that
the neighbor was sent to a political prison camp (kwanliso).'247 A
North Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that he/she
heard that among the seven people who had attempted to defect
through Daehongdan County in 2018, the woman who was their
guide was sent to a political prison camp (kwanliso), and the

others were released after paying 10,000 yuan,'248

Testimonies have been continuously documented reporting that

1244_NKHR2023000019 2023-08-02.
1245_NKHR2017000099 2017-10-23.
1246_NKHR2018000028 2018-05-08.
1247_NKHR2018000057 2018-07-02.
1248_NKHR2019000074 2019-08-26.
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people were imprisoned in political prison camps (kwanliso) after
being caught providing documents or information to South Korea
or other countries. A North Korean defector who defected in 2018
testified that his/her spouse’s in-law was caught for receiving a
watch in exchange for giving information about North Korea to
China. According to the testifier, this was considered an act of
espionage, and his/her spouse’s in-law was sent to a political
prison camp (kwanliso) in 2015.124° There were other cases in
which people were imprisoned for taking part in religious
practices. For example, a North Korean defector testified that
his/her neighbor was sent to a political prison camp (kwanliso)
because a copy of the Bible was found in his/her house in
December 2015."259 Another North Korean defector testified that
he/she heard in April 2018 that his/her relative who was caught by
the Ministry of State Security was sent to a political prison camp
(kwanliso) for distributing copies of the Bible obtained from China

to North Korean people and carrying out missionary work.'2>"

Making phone calls to South Korea, watching South Korean
movies, using narcotics, being involved in human trafficking, and
distributing video recordings of the reality of North Korea to

foreign countries have been found to be the grounds for

1249_NKHR2018000105 2018-10-01.
1250_NKHR2017000012 2017-04-10.
1251_NKHR2019000051 2019-07-20.

600 | White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea 2023



imprisoning people in political prison camps (kwanliso). A North
Korean defector testified that he/she heard that a family had been
sent to No. 25 Kwanliso for distributing video recordings of
public shootings to foreign countries in 2006, which is considered
the crime of contacting the enemy (jeokseon).'?52 A North
Korean defector whose acquaintance was sent to a political prison
camp (kwanliso) sometime in 2015-2016 testified that grounds for
imprisonment include calling relatives in South Korea, watching
South Korean movies, using narcotics, and being involved in
human trafficking. According to the testifier, the acquaintance was
sent to a political prison camp (kwanliso) because he/she had been
convicted of multiple crimes repeatedly and classified as a repeat

offender due to a record of past crimes.'253

In addition, it has been found that punishment for political
criminals extends beyond the offender himself/herself to his/her
family and sometimes even to his/her relatives. It is said that
guilt-by-association applies to immediate family members. A
North Korean defector who defected in 2016 testified to having
heard that when a woman and her mother were caught while
defecting to South Korea in 2014, not only were the woman and
her mother sent to a political prison camp (kwanliso), so too was

the woman’s grandmother.'234 However, several defectors have

1252_NKHR2020000030 2020-08-03.
1253_NKHR2020000005 2020-05-15.
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testified that unlike in the past, cases in which an entire family is
imprisoned in a political prison camp (kwanliso) for having a defector
in the family have decreased since North Korean authorities have
found it difficult to house so many prisoners due to an increasing
number of North Koreans defecting to South Korea. 255 In addition,
it has been found that children are exempt from imprisonment even in
cases in which guilt-by-association applies. Testimonies have been
collected stating that even when a whole family was imprisoned in a
political prison camp (kwanliso) for attempting to defect to South
Korea, children were exempted from imprisonment. 256 It has been
reported that, when a spouse is accused of being a political criminal,
one may avoid being sent to a political prison camp (kwanliso) by

divorcing the accused spouse. 237

The legal grounds and procedures for arresting and detaining
those accused of committing political crimes are unknown. It is
said that imprisonment in political prison camps (kwanliso) is
decided exclusively by the Ministry of State Security without
trial, and the details of these decisions are not disclosed even to

the family of the accused.'?38 If the Ministry of State Security

1254_NKHR2017000038 2017-06-05.
1255_NKHR2015000028 2015-02-10; NKHR2017000067 2017-08-28.

1256_NKHR2015000015 2015-01-27; NKHR2015000030 2015-02-10; NKHR2016000171
2016-11-01; NKHR2019000033 2019-06-03.

1257_This is also specified in the Reference Book for Citizen Registration Projects
published in 1993. NKHR2013000154 2013-08-20.

1258_NKHR2016000171 2016-11-01.
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determines that the case does not involve a crime punishable by
imprisonment in a political prison camp (kwanliso), it is
transferred to the Ministry of Social Security.'25? According to
the background (songbun)-based classification of citizens in the
Reference Book for Citizen Registration Projects, “former
political prisoners” are defined as those who have committed
anti-Party, anti-revolutionary or anti-state crimes but have
undergone reformation (kyohwa). The book also states that those
who are found innocent or receive a suspension of sentence
during or after the period of reformation (kyohwa) must not be
considered “former political prisoners.”'260 This indicates that
the term of imprisonment for people detained in a political prison
camp (kwanliso) that is operated in the form of a prison camp
(kyohwaso) is fixed, and it appears that these people can
subsequently be found innocent and released from the camp after

undergoing the prescribed process.

C. Reality of the Human Rights Situation for
Prisoners

(1) Extrajudicial, Summary or Arbitrary Execution

According to defector testimonies collected to date, executions

1259_NKHR2022000017 2016-06-13.

1260_Ministry of Social Security Press, Reference Book for Citizen Registration
Projects, p.115.
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are carried out in political prison camps (kwanliso) by MSS agents
without following legal procedures for reasons such as attempted
escape, the violation of rules, or disobedience against orders.
Defectors have testified that such executions are mostly carried

out in public but sometimes carried out in secret.

(2) Forced Labor

It has been found that prisoners in political prison camps
(kwanliso) are forced into hard labor. The type of labor differs by
each political prison camp (kwanliso), but it has been testified that
at the former No. 18 Kwanliso in Bukchang, prisoners were
mostly put to work in a coal mine, as farming was impossible due
to the area’s geological characteristics.'26" As labor at coal mines
is carried out according to “production plans,” if one fails to fulfill
the daily workload quota by the end of the normal work day,
he/she must continue working until the quota is met.'262 It has
been found that prisoners are mobilized for labor even on

weekends without rest.

(3) Inhuman Treatment

Violence and cruel treatment appear to be widespread in

1261_North Korean defector OOQO, 14 September 2012, interviewed in Seoul;
North Korean defector OOQO, 12 October 2012, interviewed in Seoul.

1262_North Korean defector OOO, 14 September 2012, interviewed in Seoul.
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political prison camps (kwanliso). A North Korean defector
testified that in the former No. 18 Kwanliso in Bukchang, the
mine vice-captain who was in charge of the coal mine shift kicked
him/her and struck him/her with a sack when he/she failed to
collect the required amount of coal. The testifier also testified that

the MPS officer at the coal mine also beat him/her.263

It has been found that prisoners also suffer from poor
nutritional, sanitary and medication conditions in political prison
camps (kwanliso). A North Korean defector, who had been
imprisoned in the former No. 18 Kwanliso in Bukchang, testified
that his/her family of seven was only given 8kg of Annam rice per
month.'264 Since there was no way to get more rice, He/She and
his/her family had no choice but to climb hills and mountains to
pick wild greens to fill their hungry stomachs, and, even when
off-duty, the entire family went to the mountains to collect edible
greens and store them for food.'265 A North Korean defector
testified that in the former No. 18 Kwanliso in Bukchang, his/her
father died from chronic disease and malnutrition, and his/her two
younger siblings died from malnutrition and illness, respectively.
The testifier also said that when he/she injured his/her leg in April

2004, he/she did not receive treatment other than an X-ray and

1263_ /brd.

1264_Hye-suk Kim, A Prison Camp Created in Tears (Seoul: Sidaejeongsin, 2011),
pp. 73-76.

1265_ /brd.
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was told by medical staff at Yongjong Hospital located within the
former No. 18 Kwanliso in Bukchang that his/her leg should be

amputated.'266

(4) Restrictions on Family Life

According to defector testimonies collected to date, one cannot
live with one’s parents, siblings or spouse in a political prison
camp (kwanliso) that is categorized as a total control zone.
Moreover, in these political prison camps (kwanliso), marriage
and childbirth are generally prohibited. One testimony claimed
that husbands and wives are assigned to opposite work shifts to

prevent them from having intercourse.

D. Evaluation

It has been found that North Koreans are well aware of the
existence of political prison camps (kwanliso) in North Korea.
However, the level of awareness about political prison camps
(kwanliso) varies among individuals; a testifier said that he/she
has only heard about them, and a testifier had a specific image of
them as being “a place where you cannot come out once you
enter.” Recently, no specific defector testimony has been

collected regarding the grounds and procedures for imprisonment

1266_NKHR2013000126 2013-07-09.
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in political prison camps (kwanliso). In addition, no information
has been gathered on the reality of the human rights situation for
prisoners in political prison camps (kwanliso). The fundamental
issue with political prison camps (kwanliso) is that they are used
by the North Korean regime to detain individuals who may pose a
political threat without following a proper legal process in
violation of basic human rights and to detain the families of these

individuals based on guilt-by-association.
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Overseas Defectors

In this chapter, the actual situation and human rights violations
of North Korean defectors abroad are examined. While the
number of North Korean defectors had sharply decreased due to
North Korea’s imposition of stricter border control following the
emergence of COVID-19, with the recent reopening of the North
Korea—China border, the number of North Korean defectors is
expected to increase again. There is significant concern that the
implementation of the North Korean Crowd Reporting Act of
2019 and the Chinese Land Borders Law of 2021 on the defection
of North Korean people may lead to human rights violations.
Moreover, there are also concerns about possible human rights
violations that may arise in the process of forced repatriation of

North Korean defectors detained in Chinese facilities.

A. Number and Background of Overseas North
Korean Defectors

The ICCPR stipulates that “everyone shall be free to leave any
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country, including his own” (Article 12, paragraph 2). Although a
large number of North Koreans who fled the country are believed
to be residing illegally in third countries, such as China and
Russia, it is impossible to collect accurate data on the exact
number and conditions of North Korean defectors abroad, due to
the defectors’ insecure status, which prevents them from openly

asking for help.

(1) Tightening Control to Block Defection and the
Decrease in the Number of North Korean
Defectors Living in China

Since the late 2000s, the number of North Korean defectors
living in China has dropped dramatically. It has been found that
the reasons for this decrease include more stringent border control
and crackdowns, continued forced repatriation, a decrease in the
number of new defectors due to an increase in the cost of
defection, an increase in the number of legal visits to China
resulting from an increase in the issuance of border passes,
improved economic conditions in North Korea including the
reinvigoration of marketplaces (jangmadang), an increase in the
resettlement of North Korean defectors in third countries as well
as in South Korea, and the recent adoption of stricter border
closure by North Korean authorities due to the outbreak of
COVID-19. It has been found that since 2009, the Ministry of

State Security has reviewed the emergency measures in place to
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prevent defection and has strengthened the identification and
monitoring of ideological trends in families and relatives of
defectors, ideological education, inspection of travel permits and
bed-checks in border regions, and inspection of Border Guard
Command. Moreover, North Korean authorities have increased
the severity of the punishment for residents using mobile phones
in border regions. In 2015, North Korea revised its Criminal Law
and added a provision on the “crime of illegal international
communications” (Article 222), which stipulates that “a person
who is engaged in illegal international communications shall be
subject to up to one year of labor training punishment,” and
“when the case is serious, the person shall be subject to up to five
years of correctional labor punishment.” This is the same sentence
as that for the “crime of illegal border-crossing” (Article 221),
which suggests that illegal international phone calls are

considered to be a crime as serious as illegal border-crossing.

In particular, in the Hyesan region, which has been used as the
main defection route, authorities have implemented various
measures to deter defection. Electronic barrages have been
installed and activities to detect mobile phones have been greatly
strengthened. As a result, it became very difficult for brokers to
contact potential defectors. Moreover, a barbed wire fence was
installed along 12 km of the border in Hyesan. The fence was only
connected with horizontal wires as of June 2015, but vertical

wires were additionally installed.'267 Two-story guard posts have
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also been installed.'268 There was also testimony reporting that
surveillance cameras started to be installed from 2016.1269
Similar measures have been implemented in areas other than
Hyesan. Recently, there have been reports that even the
surveillance system at Amnok River (Amnokgang) along the
border between North Korea and China has been further
strengthened despite it already being a notoriously difficult place
to cross. According to a North Korean defector who defected in
2019, the embankment along the border of Sinuiju, which was
built to prevent flooding and was originally accessible for people
to walk on to enjoy the scenery of the river, has become
inaccessible since 2015 because security has been tightened,
particularly on the Chinese side of the border, with a barbed wire

fence and surveillance cameras installed.270

The substantial decrease in the number of defections seems to
be attributed to the announcement of a severe warning that three
generations of the family would be punished if any family
member defected, or defectors would be executed on the spot. A
testifier said that since Kim Jong Un took power, live ammunition
has been provided to guards with an order that border-crossers

may be shot to death.'?7! A testifier reported that he/she

1267_NKHR2015000130 2015-09-22.
1268_NKHR2015000136 2015-09-22.
1269_NKHR2019000012 2019-04-20.
1270_NKHR2022000014-2 2021-07-29.

2. Overseas Defectors | 611

<
)
=
=)
=
m
1]
c
®
0]




witnessed border guards actually using their firearms during the
testifier’s defection; according to the testifier, accidents frequently
occur during the defection of North Korean people.'272 A North
Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that he/she heard
that around five people who were caught while defecting from
North Korea were shot to death and that he/she was told by a
defector who had defected recently that people attempting to

defect would be shot to death unconditionally.'273

In contrast, there were testimonies claiming that firearms are
only used as a threat to prevent defection and that guards are not
allowed to actually shoot people.'?74 A North Korean defector
who defected in 2019 testified that he/she heard that border
guards actually shoot guns but only in the air as a threat.'275 A
North Korean defector who had worked in the Border Security
Command until 2019 and subsequently defected testified that
border guards do not use firearms because of the border agreement
between North Korea and China that prohibits the firing of guns in

the area along the Amnok River (Amnokgang).'276

1271_NKHR2016000028 2016-03-08.
1272_NKHR2023000015 2023-07-27.
1273_NKHR2020000019 2020-07-04.
1274_NKHR2015000122 2015-09-08.
1275_NKHR2020000005 2020-05-15.
1276_NKHR2023000021 2023-08-04.
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The Chinese Land Borders Law enacted on 23 October 2021
and that came into force in 2022 aims to promote exchanges and
cooperation in border areas between China and its neighboring
states and safeguard China’s national sovereignty, security, and
territorial integrity. Of its 62 provisions, Article 38 stipulates that
no person shall illegally cross the border and that, if any person
illegally crossing the border commits a crime, resists arrest, or
otherwise uses violence to threaten the safety of others or their
property, law enforcement personnel may use police equipment
and weapons in accordance with the law. This provision legally
allows the Chinese police or military to use weapons against
individuals who illegally cross the Chinese border. Consequently,
concerns have been growing that the Chinese police or military
may legally use weapons against North Koreans attempting to

defect from North Korea by crossing the border with China.'277

1277_Kyu-chang Lee, “Border Opening and Human Rights Violations in North
Korea,” (KINU Online Series CO 23-26, 30 August 2023).
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l W

IECERSE Cases Involving the Use of Firearms during Defection

Testimonies

Testifier ID

In 2016, three men who were assigned to flood restoration
work in Onsong County, North Hamgyeong Province decided
on impulse to defect when they saw China across the
Duman River (Dumangang) but were shot to death in their
attempt.

In 2017, an incident occurred where a Chinese who was
fishing on the Chinese side of the Amnok River (Amnokgang)
was shot in his leg by a North Korean border guard who
thought he was a North Korean defector. The injury was not
life—threatening, but the guard responsible for the shooting
was transferred to another unit.

At the end of 2017, there was an incident where one out of
three people who were defecting was shot in his/her thigh
by a border guard. When discovered by soldiers while
crossing the river, the defectors were first asked by the
soldiers to stop, but if they disregarded the order and run,
soldiers would fire with live ammunition.

The guards opened fire on three people who were
attempting to defect through human trafficking in winter
2017-early 2018. Two of the people who got scared were
arrested on the spot, but the remaining person ran and
crossed the river.

A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that
he/she heard that five people who got caught while
attempting to defect from North Korea were shot to death.
The testifier was told by a defector who had defected
recently that people attempting to defect would be shot to
death unconditionally.

NKHR2018000107
2018-10-01

NKHR2018000057
2018-07-02

NKHR2019000024
2019-05-18

NKHR2019000019
2019-05-07

NKHR2020000019
2020-07-04

As the risk of getting caught in the process of defection

increased, there has been a significant decline in the number of

people trying to enter China simply to earn money. Many North

Korean defectors who have recently defected have testified that

the cost of defection has soared to a minimum of approximately

15 million South Korean won per person. It is said that their goal

from the start is to settle in South Korea in search of freedom,

rather than going to China to seek economic objectives.'278
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(2) Defector Attempts to Migrate Globally

In addition to China, North Korean defectors appear to be
attempting to move to other parts of the world, including Russia
and other CIS countries, Mongolia, and countries in Southeast
Asia. With the support of private organizations and volunteer
activists, North Korean defectors have been seeking asylum and
safe havens around the world, in countries including Thailand,

Japan, Canada, Australia, the U.S., European countries, and Israel.

Number of North Korean Refugees and Refugee Status
Applicants Residing Abroad

Year 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012
Number of
Persons

Year 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

Number of
Persons

347 408 354 489 834 1,094 1,003 1,183 1,596 2,149

2,103 1,508 1,317 1,945 1,763 943 870 777 636 387

Source: Produced by the author in reference to UNHCR, “Refugee Data Finder,” <https://vwww.unhcr.
org/refugee-statistics/download/?url=N4C7iy) (Accessed 9 September 2023).

Since 2004, the number of North Korean defectors illegally
entering Thailand in hopes of moving to and settling in South
Korea or the U.S. has risen continuously. As a result, there have
been many cases of group arrests of North Korean defectors
illegally entering Thailand. Furthermore, as the period of stay in

detention facilities within immigration offices grew longer, some

1278_NKHR2022000005-2 2022-08-03; NKHR2022000014-2 2021-07-29; NKHR2022000015-2
2021-07-29; NKHR2022000035 2022-09-02 and many other testimonies.
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refugees have begun to stage hunger strikes demanding a speedy
process, which have substantially reduced the time required for
entry procedures. At one point, the number of North Korean
refugees and refugee status applicants had increased rapidly in the
UK. and Canada. In the U.K., the number of North Korean
refugees increased sharply until 2008 but then declined starting
from around 2010. Canada, on the other hand, started accepting
North Korean refugees in earnest around 2010, but the number of
North Koreans accepted as refugees began to decline around 2014
—2015. The decrease in the number of North Koreans with refugee
status can be attributed to the tightening of the assessment process
for refugee status, which was a result of the revelation that most of
the refugee applicants were North Korean defectors who had
already acquired South Korean nationality. In addition, the
difficulty in verifying the “well-founded fear of persecution” for
North Korean refugee applicants who had already acquired or
were able to acquire South Korean nationality was another major
reason for the decrease.'27?

The North Korean authorities have closed the border due to
COVID-19, making it even more difficult for North Korean
people to defect overseas. Whereas North Korean people must

first move to China to defect from North Korea, during

1279_Hyunwoo Noh and Ah-Young Kim, “Why North Koreans Migrated to the West:
Analysis on Cases of the U.K. and Canada Based on Migration System Theory,”
Unification Policy Studies, Vol. 2, No. 31 Unification Policy Studies (2022), p. 14.
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COVID-19, even the movement of Chinese people within China
has been strictly controlled and restricted. South Korea had
revised its Enforcement Decree of the North Korean Refugees
Protection and Settlement Support Act in 2009 so that the South
Korean government could suspend or terminate protection and
settlement support for any North Korean defector who
fraudulently applies for political asylum in a third country after

obtaining South Korean nationality.

B. Reality of North Korean Defectors Residing
Overseas

As food shortages continued for a sustained period of time,
more North Korean women went to China to earn money, and the
number of North Korean women who did not return to North
Korea but instead settled in China began to increase. Both women
who were single and those who were married with children ended
up living with Chinese men in order to continue their life in hiding
in China. In some cases, these women were introduced to Chinese
men and lived with them voluntarily,’28% but in many cases,
North Korean women were sold without their knowledge and

forced into marriage.'28" In addition, there were many cases in

1280_NKHR2019000010 2019-04-08; NKHR2019000044 2019-07-01; NKHR2019000046
2019-07-01; NKHR2019000048 2019-07-01; NKHR2019000099 2019-10-21;
NKHR2019000042 2019-07-01.

1281_NKHR2017000025 2017-05-08; NKHR2018000004 2018-03-12; NKHR2019000061
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which female defectors were under the constant watchful eye of
the families and neighbors of their husbands as they were sold as
merchandise.'282 A North Korean defector who was trafficked
into China in 2015 testified that she could not set foot outside the
house without her husband because her Chinese husband always

locked her in whenever he left home.1283

In many cases, female defectors are exposed to the threat of
forced repatriation because of their unstable status,'284 which is a
reason why they have no choice but to remain forcibly married to
Chinese men. A woman in her 30s who defected in 2017 and
became a victim of human trafficking in China testified that
although she had no intention of getting married when she first
crossed the river, she had no choice but to get married as the
broker convinced her that she needed the protection of a Chinese
man due to her unstable status.'285 Moreover, there was also
testimony reporting that the testifier had to follow the broker’s
directions as the testifier had no acquaintances and no one to get
help from in China.'286 Some of these trafficked female defectors

who had children with their Chinese husbands were reported to

2019-07-29 and many other testimonies.
1282_NKHR2019000100 2019-10-21; NKHR2019000061 2019-07-29.
1283_NKHR2017000094 2017-10-23.
1284_NKHR2019000099 2019-10-21; NKHR2019000067 2019-08-26.
1285_NKHR2019000067 2019-08-26.
1286_NKHR2019000061 2019-07-29.
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have ended up unable to see their children after being forcibly
repatriated to North Korea.!287 While some of these children obtain
residence permits (fukou) to live in China,'288 many of them are

left stateless, unable to access education or medical services.'289

Male defectors have been found to end up in similar situations.
A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that a
North Korean man who had defected before him/her, and who was
living in the same Chinese village where the testifier had lived in
hiding, did heavy labor in a pig pen all by himself and received
only three meals a day as remuneration but did not complain

because of the risk of being repatriated to North Korea. 290

With more North Korean defectors staying in China for
extended periods of time, their way of life has also changed.
Unlike their initial years of living in China, North Korean
defectors live more in the homes of Chinese people such as Han
Chinese than in the homes of their North Korean relatives or
ethnic Koreans in China. As they adapt to living in China, some
defectors have developed their own ways of living, such as
learning the Chinese language, becoming employed and getting

involved in market activities.'2%! Also, although only very rarely,

1287_UN Watch, “North Korean Refugees Testify at United Nations,” <https://unwatch.
org/un-watch-hosts-un-event-on-north-korean-refugees-in-china/> (Accessed
4 October 2023).

1288_NKHR2017000046 2017-07-03.
1289_UN Watch, “North Korean Refugees Testify at United Nations.”
1290_NHKR2022000017 2022-06-13.
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some female North Korean defectors have entered South Korea
with South Korean men with whom they resided in China. In
some cases, female defectors living in China go to South Korea
through brokers after they find out about settlement support grants
offered by the South Korean government through the
Korean-Chinese men they live with. In such cases, the men
typically travel to South Korea first to find jobs, learn about the
support grants and then advise their North Korean partners to
come to South Korea. There were also cases in which North
Korean defectors come to Jeju Island (South Korea), where no
visa is required, after obtaining Chinese passports with forged
residence permits, and then report their identity as North Korean
defectors after arriving in South Korea. However, it seems that a
significant number of female defectors living in Han Chinese
farming villages continue to live there because they do not have

access to information on South Korea.

C. Punishment for Defectors

(1) Punishment Provisions

The North Korean Criminal Law divides charges for defection
into two crimes: illegal border-crossing and treason against the

fatherland. For illegal border-crossing, up to one year of labor

1291_NKHR2017000064 2017-07-31.
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training punishment may be imposed, and when the case is
serious, up to five years of correctional labor punishment may be
imposed (Article 221). The North Korean Criminal Law also
stipulates that “a citizen who commits treason against the
fatherland, such as betraying the fatherland by fleeing or
surrendering to another country or turning over secrets to the
enemy, shall be subject to five years or more of correctional labor
punishment. When the case is extremely serious, the citizen shall
be subject to unlimited-term correctional labor punishment or
death penalty with confiscation of property” (Article 63). In
addition, the North Korean Immigration Law stipulates that any
North Korean citizen who violates immigration regulations shall
be subject to fines and an administrative penalty that bans him/her
from leaving the country, and, when the case is serious, a criminal

penalty may be imposed (Article 55).

In addition to the Criminal Law, the terms of punishment for
defection are dictated in the People’s Security Enforcement Law
and the Administrative Penalty Law. Article 30 of the People’s
Security Enforcement Law stipulates that “people’s security
institutions shall exercise control over violations of travel
regulations and disorderly wandering on the streets.” Article 57 of
the same law states that people’s security institutions may impose
fines on people who violate Article 30. These provisions are not
intended to punish the act of defection directly but are utilized to

prevent people from moving toward the border regions for
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defection. Article 271 of the Administrative Penalty Law
stipulates that anyone illegally crossing the border shall be subject
to up to three months of labor discipline (more than three months
when the case is serious). In addition, Article 282 of the same law
prescribes that those who violate travel regulations and engage in
illegal exit/entry of restricted areas may be subject to admonitions,
stern warnings, fines or up to three months of unpaid labor or
re-educational labor discipline, and, when the case is serious, they
may be subject to three months or more of unpaid labor or

re-educational labor discipline.

The North Korean Crowd Reporting Act enacted on 18 April
2019 is worth noting because, although it does not contain
punishment provisions directly targeting defectors, it incorporates
punishment provisions for actions associated with defection.
Article 15 of the Crowd Reporting Act lists acts that institutions,
enterprises, organizations, and North Korean citizens are required
to report, which includes the act of illegally calling, meeting with,
or exchanging money or goods with people from other countries
as specified in subparagraph 7 of the provision. While the North
Korean Criminal Law defines only communications related to
defection as an act punishable by law, the Crowd Reporting Act
stipulates the act of contacting people from other countries as a
punishable act. This provision can be understood as a measure to
prevent North Korean defectors from delivering cash or valuables

to their families in North Korea through brokers. Given that the
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number of North Korean defectors is anticipated to increase
following the recent reopening of the North Korea—China border,
there is significant concern about increased crackdowns and

punishments under the Criminal Law and the Crowd Reporting Act.

(2) Reality of Punishment
(A) Investigation and Transfer

North Korean defectors caught in China are deported to
periphery military units along the border, then to the Ministry of
State Security of the repatriation area for basic investigation and
personal identity checks. They are then sent back to the authorities
in their area of residence. Depending on the case, deportees are
sent to their respective regional institution (MPS) either directly
or via the labor training camp (rodongdanryundae) or the
provincial holding center (jipkyulso) in the repatriated area. The
punishment procedure following repatriation differs depending on
the initial detention facility to which a deportee is sent. If the
initial detention facility is located at or near the area of the
detainee’s residence, the level of punishment is determined more
quickly. On the other hand, if the detainee’s hometown is far
away from the MSS branch in the border region, the period of
detention is extended because the MPS officers from the
detainee’s hometown have to travel to the border area detention

facility in person to sign the detainee out. Other factors that affect
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extended detention seem to include the risk of escape during
transfer, securing of the means of transfer, and lack of means to

contact the families.

Those who are repatriated from China are investigated at a
first-level detention facility for punishment. The MSS branch
detention centers (guryujang) in repatriation areas are mostly in
Onsong County, Musan County, Hoeryong in North Hamgyeong
Province, Sinuiju in North Pyeongan Province, and Hyesan in
Yanggang Province. Repatriated North Korean defectors are
strip-searched, have their belongings checked and undergo health
inspections (for AIDS) before they are detained. Although men
and women are known to be detained separately, there are cases in
which they are detained together, depending on the number of

people being repatriated.

North Korean defectors caught in China and awaiting
deportation are mostly detained for days or even months in
Chinese police stations, public security institutions or customs
offices. Afterward, they are sent to MSS provincial holding
centers (jipkyulso) and MPS city branch detention centers
(guryujang), and then undergo preliminary examinations and
trials, through which their punishment is determined. A North
Korean defector, who had defected in 2015 and was caught in
China, testified that after the arrest, he/she had spent a week in
detention in a periphery military unit at the Chinese border and

then was transferred to North Korean authorities through customs.
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The testifier said that, afterward, he/she stayed in an MSS holding
center (jipkyulso) for 23 days and then in a holding center
(jipkyulso) under the City Security Department, and was
sentenced to labor training punishment but was released after
paying bribes.'292 In addition, a testifier who had worked in a
detention facility until April 2019 testified that those caught while
defecting are detained in holding centers (jipkyulso) within the
Ministry of State Security.'293

Article 37 of the North Korean Law on the Protection and
Promotion of the Rights of Women prohibits physical searches of
women. However, it has been revealed that inspectors examine
forcibly repatriated female defectors by forcing them to sit down
and stand up repeatedly (pompu), conducting strip searches, and
carrying out uterus examinations.'??4 Such examination is
intended to search and seize the money defectors have earned
while in China. A North Korean defector who had been detained
in an MSS city detention center (guryujang) in 2016 testified that
she went through a uterus examination conducted by a female
soldier, which was very painful and extremely shameful.'295

Moreover, there were even cases in which defectors were

1292_NKHR2020000024 2020-07-06.
1293_NKHR2020000035 2020-09-05.

1294_NKHR2017000014 2017-04-10; NKHR2017000045 2017-07-03; NKHR2017000046
2017-07-03; NKHR2017000119 2017-11-20; NKHR2018000081 2018-07-30;
NKHR2019000041 2019-07-01; NKHR2019000075 2019-08-26.

1295_NKHR2017000045 2017-07-03.
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repeatedly made to undergo strip searches every time their cases
were transferred to another institution. Cases have been reported
in which testifiers have witnessed or heard of incidents where
forcibly repatriated female defectors who were pregnant to
Chinese men were forced to undergo an abortion.'2%6 Cases of
sexual violence at detention facilities have also been reported. A
North Korean defector testified that she was sexually assaulted by
a correctional officer (gyehowon) when she was in an MPS
holding center (jipkyulso) in July 2016 and she wanted to die

because of this.1297

In recent surveys, it has been reported that North Korean
defectors who are repatriated after fleeing to China receive
relatively lenient punishment compared to those who are caught
and repatriated while attempting to enter South Korea. A North
Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that, to his/her
knowledge, North Koreans caught attempting to escape to China
would receive five to ten years of imprisonment while those
attempting to defect to South Korea would receive life

imprisonment. 1298

There seems to be a significant number of cases in which

1296_NKHR2017000047 2017-07-03; NKHR2017000099 2017-10-23; NKHR2017000128
2017-12-18: NKHR2017000058 2017-07-31; NKHR2017000104 2017-10-23;
NKHR2017000130 2017-12-18.

1297_NKHR2017000045 2017-07-03.
1298_NKHR2023000008 2023-04-28
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forcibly repatriated defectors offer bribes during the interrogation
process to reduce the term of their sentence or be exempted from
punishment.'?? A North Korean defector who had been caught
in an attempt to defect in 2016 testified that he/she was released,
subject only to re-educational measures, after bribing the MSS
intelligence chief of OO City, with 5,000 yuan.'3%0 Cases have
also been found in which defectors bribed law enforcement
personnel to forge the contents of their interrogation documents to
avoid punishment. A North Korean defector who had been
forcibly repatriated from China in 2015 testified that he/she was
able to reduce his/her sentence by bribing prosecutors, judges and
lawyers to forge the length of time he/she stayed in China.'30'
Another North Korean defector testified that he/she had been
arrested during a defection attempt in 2017 but was able to receive
a relatively light sentence of one month at a labor training camp
(rodongdanryundae) by bribing the preliminary examination
officer with 3,000 yuan.'392 As such, it seems there is a widespread
practice of avoiding punishment via bribery, even among those

who are caught in their attempts to defect. One testifier noted that

1299_NKHR2017000057 2017-07-31; NKHR2017000058 2017-07-31; NKHR2017000098
2017-10-23; NKHR2017000103 2017-10-23; NKHR2017000121 2017-11-20;
NKHR2017000128 2017-12-18; NKHR2019000019 2019-04-08; NKHR2019000105
2019-11-09; NKHR2019000074 2019-08-26; NKHR2023000008 2023-04-28;
NKHR2023000004 2023-04-12.

1300_NKHR2017000057 2017-07-31.
1301_NKHR2017000005 2017-04-10.
1302_NKHR2018000091 2018-08-27.
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those without money are often unable to evade punishment.'303

A North Korean defector testified that he/she had been caught
during an attempt to defect in January 2018 and detained at
an MSS detention center (guryujang) but was released without
a trial after his/her mother paid 7,000-7,500 yuan as a bribe. The
testifier said that an attempt to defect to South Korea constitutes
treason against the fatherland, which is the most serious
crime.'304 Another testifier who had worked at a detention
facility until April 2019 said that he/she saw repatriated North
Korean defectors being detained in the facility, and that if they
were people who had been repatriated after living in China for a
long period of time, they received a maximum of five years of
imprisonment after trial. According to the testifier, repatriated
defectors who had attempted to defect to South Korea are sent to
political prison camps (kwanliso) after first being detained in
detention centers (guryujang) within the Ministry of State Security,
where they can try to avoid punishment by offering bribes. The
testifier further claimed that if a repatriated defector’s sentence is
confirmed at an MPS city/county branch, avoiding punishment

becomes impossible. 30>

The MSS branches located in border areas conduct interrogations

1303_NKHR2017000026 2017-05-08.
1304_NKHR2020000020 2020-07-04.
1305_NKHR2020000035 2020-09-05.
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on repatriated defectors to verify information such as their
personal information, home address, time and frequency of
river-crossings, and activities after river-crossing (e.g., whether
the defectors have contacted South Koreans or Christians or
attempted to go to South Korea and whether they have
connections with human trafficking or watched pornography or
South Korean video recordings). After being interrogated at MSS
branches in border areas, repatriated defectors are sent either to
the MPS detection center (guryujang) or to provincial holding
centers (jipkyulso) in the border areas. Under North Korean
criminal procedures, there should be a preliminary examination in
which prosecutors establish the facts of a crime and indict or
exonerate the suspect. During the preliminary examination,
prosecutors ask those who have been repatriated to describe in
detail the purpose of their border-crossing and activities in China.
During this phase, investigators use beatings, abusive language
and threats, and induce people to report the activities of other
repatriated defectors during their stay in China by telling them

that their sentence would be reduced.

(B) Imposition of Punishment

It has been found that since Kim Jong Un came to power,
punishment for repatriated defectors has been greatly
strengthened, 3% and more defectors are sentenced to correctional

labor punishment rather than labor training punishment.'397 A
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North Korean defector who defected in 2019 reported that, until
2019, forcibly repatriated defectors were sentenced to two to three
years of correctional labor punishment and those who were caught
while serving in the military for having attempted to defect were
sentenced to 10 years of imprisonment. However, it has been
reported that the level of punishment can be reduced through
bribery.'308

In particular, testimony was collected stating that those whose
stay in a third country after illegal border-crossing is three months
or longer are subject to aggravated punishment because this
situation is classified as a “serious case” under paragraph 2 of the
provision on the crime of illegal border-crossing.'39? People
sentenced to correctional labor punishment for the charge of
illegal border-crossing are mostly imprisoned at Jeongeori
Kyohwaso in North Hamgyeong Province and Gaecheon
Kyohwaso in South Pyeongan Province.'3'0 In particular, it has
been found that around 70% of convicted prisoners in Jeongeori
Kyohwaso are imprisoned for the charge of illegal border-

crossing.'3'! Many testifiers said that those who attempt to

1306_NKHR2017000001 2017-04-10; NKHR2017000002 2017-04-10; NKHR2017000067
2017-08-28.

1307_NKHR2012000151 2012-07-24.

1308_NKHR2023000021 2023-08-04

1309_NKHR2017000005 2017-04-10.

1310_Dong-ho Han et al., Prison Camps in North Korea, pp. 10-12.
1311_/bid., p. 14.
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escape to South Korea are punished as political criminals,3"2
and there was even testimony stating that defectors who are
caught heading to South Korea would be unconditionally shot to
death."3'3 A North Korean defector in his/her 50s who defected
in 2019 said that, from fall 2018, MSS agents came to every
People’s Unit (inminban) meeting and said, “defectors are

traitors, and they can be sentenced to death.”'314

It has been found that the overall punishment of forcibly
repatriated defectors has been recently reinforced. In the past,
North Korean people who defected to China and were repatriated
were sentenced to correctional punishment for a period that
corresponds to the length of their stay in China, but the
punishment has recently been strengthened so that repatriated
defectors are sentenced to prison terms that are twice as long as
the period of their stay in China.'3'> A North Korean defector in
his/her 20s who defected in 2019 testified that punishment for
defection has strengthened from around 2015, and while those
charged with defecting to China were previously sentenced to

serve time in labor training camps (rodongdanryeondae), they are

1312_NKHR2015000031 2015-02-10; NKHR2017000007 2017-04-10; NKHR2017000039
2017-06-05; NKHR2017000111 2017-11-20; NKHR2017000112 2017-11-29;
NKHR2017000130 2017-12-18; NKHR2019000048 2019-07-01; NKHR2019000101
2019-10-21; NKHR2023000003 2023-04-11.

1313_NKHR2019000007 2019-04-08.
1314_NKHR2019000019 2019-05-07.
1315_NKHR2016000072 2016-05-17.
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now all sentenced to two or three years of correctional labor
punishment.'3'6 A North Korean defector in his/her 20s who
defected in 2018 testified that he/she was forcibly repatriated after
defecting to and staying in China for three months in 2015 and
was sentenced to one year of correctional labor punishment, but
these days, people who defect even only for a day are sentenced to

one year of correctional labor punishment.'317

During the Kim Jong Il era, there were cases in which defectors
who had voluntarily returned to North Korea were only sentenced
to educational measures instead of criminal punishment.
However, under the Kim Jong Un regime, even voluntary
returnees are subject to harsh punishment.’38 According to a
testifier who had defected twice in 2007 and 2014, voluntary
returnees were not punished in 2007 under Kim Jong Il, but when
the testifier voluntarily returned in 2014, he/she was not forgiven

and investigations were carried out in a harsh manner.'3"?

1316_NKHR2019000039 2019-07-01.
1317_NKHR2019000043 2019-07-01.
1318_NKHR2016000131 2016-06-09.
1319_NKHR2016000148 2016-09-06.
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IEVERMSEE Cases of Punishment for Defectors

Testimonies Testifier ID

The testifier's son-in-law was caught in his attempt to
defect in Yanggang Province in September 2015 and was

sent to the MSS provincial bureau. The testifier was later NK;ig12;_118(§)_()2021 23
told that he was sent to Suseong Kyohwaso (political prison

camp) in Chongjin.

The testifier heard that a 33-year-old man who had been

formbly repatriated lwas sgntenced to tvx{ol years of NKHR2019000093
correctional labor punishment in 2016. The testifier was told 2019-10-21

that this person had to have an operation as he ate needles
to kill himself at a detention center (gurywjang).

In 2016, the testifier's son defected from North Korea but

was caught within six hours and forcibly repatriated. He was ~ NKHR2019000096
sentenced to three months of labor training punishment but 2019-10-21
was released after only one month because he paid bribes.

The testifier was caught after attempting to defect from
North Korea in January 2018 and was detained in an MSS
detention center (guryujang). However, the testifier was
released without a trial as his/her mother paid 7,000-7,500
yuan as a bribe.

NKHR2020000020
2020-07-04

In 2017, the testifier's daughter who defected was caught in

Kunming, China and forcibly repatriated to North Korea. To ~ NKHR2023000014
the testifier's knowledge, his/her daughter was sent to a 2023-07-26
prison camp (kyohwaso) without a trial or an official verdict.

(C) Punishment for Defector Families

Since Kim Jong Un took office, the surveillance and
punishment of defectors’ families have tightened as part of
strengthening control over defection.'320 It appears that cases
occur in which the entire family is either deported or sent to a

political prison camp (kwanliso).'32" A North Korean defector

1320_NKHR2019000008 2019-04-08; NKHR2019000038 2019-06-15; NKHR2019000031
2019-06-03; NKHR2019000092 2019-10-21.

1321_NKHR2017000038 2017-06-05; NKHR2017000039 2017-06-05; NKHR2017000072
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who defected in 2016 testified that a father and daughter who had
lived in his/her neighborhood were forcibly repatriated from
China in 2015, and all the remaining family members were

forcibly deported to Unheung County, Yanggang Province.!322

However, many testifiers have stated that the number of cases
in which defector families are actually punished or deported
has decreased recently due to the overwhelming number of
defectors.'323 It is said that, particularly in border regions, it is
practically impossible to punish or deport all defector families
because there are too many who have a defector in their family. A
North Korean defector testified that, in Hyesan, people are not
punished for having a defector in the family because there are
many defector families in the city; nevertheless, the testifier said
that people holding official positions may be removed from
their positions and be punished for being family members of

defectors.1324

In recent surveys, many testimonies have reported that the
monitoring and crackdown on defectors’ families are still being

carried out.'325 A North Korean defector who defected in 2019

2017-08-28; NKHR2019000046 2019-07-01.
1322_NKHR2019000046 2019-07-01.

1323_NKHR2017000077 2017-08-28; NKHR2017000085 2017-09-25; NKHR2017000092
2017-09-25; NKHR2019000012 2019-04-20; NKHR2019000074 2019-08-26;
NKHR2019000078 2019-09-25; NKHR2019000087 2019-10-05.

1324_NKHR2023000001 2023-04-07.
1325_NKHR2020000012 2020-06-15; NKHR2020000013 2020-06-15; NKHR2020000014

634 | White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea 2023



testified that he/she had been monitored by many people,
including MSS agents, while living in North Korea because his/her
father was residing in South Korea. According to the testifier,
he/she bribed the Ministry of State Security using money
originally from his/her father in South Korea, and the Ministry of

State Security instructed him/her not to defect to South Korea. 326

Moreover, many testimonies have been collected stating that
having a defector in the family could prevent people from getting
a desired job, entering a school they wanted to attend, or getting
promoted at work. A North Korean defector who defected in 2019
testified that it was impossible for him/her to join the military or
the Party because of his/her defector mother who entered South
Korea in 2007, and her defection records made it difficult for
him/her to achieve anything he/she wanted in his/her life.
However, the testifier said that there were no restrictions on
marriage.'327 A defector in his/her 50s who defected from North
Korea in 2019 testified that his/her older brother was a renowned
judge but had difficulty being promoted above the level of a
general judge because his daughter had defected.'328 A North
Korean defector in his/her 40s who defected in 2019 said that in

2020-06-15; NKHR2020000024 2020-07-06; NKHR2020000028 2020-07-06;
NKHR2021000008-2 2022-05-26; NKHR2022000006 2022-05-25; NKHR2022000020
2022-06-18; NKHR2023000015 2023-07-27 and many other testimonies.

1326_NKHR2023000015 2023-07-27.
1327_NKHR2020000017 2020-07-04.
1328_NKHR2019000108 2019-11-18.
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Korea Institute for National Unification

2016, his/her older brother was expected to get promoted to

become a Party secretary but was not promoted as it was found

that there was a defector in the family.'32? In other words, while

judicial punishment has weakened, there are indirect restrictions

imposed on families of defectors such as social discrimination.

IEVEREYE Cases of Punishment for Defector Families

Testimonies

Testifier ID

In 2015, a father and daughter who had defected to China
were forcibly repatriated, and all the remaining family
members were forcibly deported to Unheung County,
Yanggang Province.

The testifier was caught during a travel permit check
conducted in 2016 on his/her way to his/her grandmother’s
in Hoeryong, North Hamgyeong Province. When interrogators
discovered that the testifier's mother was a defector, they
accused the testifier of attempting to defect and detained
him/her at the Ministry of State Security for a month.

A testifier who defected in 2019 testified that he/she had
been monitored by a neighbor who was an MSS informer
since his/her mother defected and went missing in 2011.
The testifier said that the informer did not search his/her
house, but he threatened that he would send the testifier to a
labor training camp (rodongdanryundae) unless he/she
offered some money.

A testifier who defected in 2019 said that the father of a
friend who defected with the testifier had two of his houses
confiscated and was sent to a labor training camp
(rodongdanryundae), and the testifier's father received the
same punishment. The testifier heard that Kim Yo Jung
instructed the authorities to confiscate the houses of
defector families and send defector families to labor training
camps (rodongdanryundae) or sentence them to correctional
labor punishment.

NKHR2019000046
2019-07-01

NKHR2017000054
2017-07-31

NKHR2020000029
2020-07-06

NKHR2020000021
2020-07-06

1329_NKHR2019000009 2019-04-08.
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D. Human Trafficking

International and national laws prohibit human trafficking,
emphasizing its inhuman nature. In addition, a substantial number
of human rights organizations engage in the monitoring of human
trafficking activities and have launched international promotional
campaigns to eradicate human trafficking. According to the 2000
UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in
Persons, Especially Women and Children, Supplementing the
United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized
Crime (hereinafter the Protocol on Human Trafficking), human
trafficking means “the recruitment, transportation, transfer,
harboring or receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of
force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of
deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability
or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve
the consent of a person having control over another person, for the
purpose of exploitation.” In the provision, the meaning of
exploitation is very important, which includes “the exploitation or
the prostitution of others or other forms of sexual exploitation,
forced labour or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery,
servitude or the removal of organs.” Human trafficking is
different from human smuggling in that exploitation continues to

occur even after the arranged illegal border-crossing.'33°
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(1) Organized Human Trafficking

As the number of illegal border-crossings by North Korean
residents rapidly increased, organized rings of human traffickers
began to appear, earning profits by trafficking North Korean
defectors. There have been many incidents in which these ring
members sought to capture North Koreans around train stations or
markets in China for sale. There are several stages to this form of
human trafficking. Organized human trafficking involves many
people, such as those who lure women along the North Korean
border, those who pick up women on the Chinese side of the
border, and those who keep female North Korean defectors in
hiding in certain places and arrange their sales. In the process, the
transaction cost is expected to increase at every stage. As
organized human trafficking began to occur, the practice of
selling North Korean defectors spread to the inner areas of
China’s three northeastern provinces, which are far away from the
border. In most cases, North Korean women are the target of
human trafficking, but North Korean men have also been traded

to remote areas of China where labor is scarce.

As North Korean defectors stay in China for longer periods of
time, some defectors illegally residing in China become involved

in the trafficking of fellow North Korean defectors. For example,

1330_Norma Kang Muico, “An Absence of Choice: The Sexual Exploitation of North
Korean Women in China,” Anti-Slavery International (2005), p. 3.
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there seem to be cases in which female North Korean defectors
living with Chinese men involved in human trafficking turn over
other female defectors to Chinese men or adult entertainment
establishments to make money. It has been found that brokers
trade female North Korean defectors to Chinese men, telling each
woman that she can contact them if she does not like the man or
has difficulties living with him, and if the female defector contacts
them for help, the brokers would move and sell her to another area
to make a profit. A woman in her 20s who defected in 2015
testified that she had been traded as many as four times in China,
and whenever she wanted to run away from the man she had been
forced to marry, she would ask for help from a “Chosun” woman
(i.e., a woman from North Korea) from Chongjin, who was a

broker who connected her to a new man. 1331

In the past, there were many cases in which North Korean
defectors were sold abroad by human traffickers without realizing
it. A North Korean defector who was 16 when he/she was traded
in 2015 testified that he/she was trafficked on his/her way to
China to earn money.'332 Another North Korean defector said
that his/her daughter, who only wanted to stay in China for a few

months with her friend to earn money, was trafficked in 2017.1333

1331_NKHR2019000061 2019-07-29.
1332_NKHR2020000031 2020-08-03.
1333_NKHR2020000028 2020-07-06.
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In this regard, a North Korean defector who defected in 2019 said
that the cost of defection for defectors themselves was relatively
low in the past because defection brokers made a profit by selling
the defectors to human traffickers without telling the defectors

that they would be sold.

Conversely, there have been testimonies reporting that the cost
of defection has increased to as much as 17 million South Korean
won per person. The North Korean defectors who paid this
amount for their defection said that they were clearly aware that
they were going to South Korea and that the cost of defection has
significantly increased because, today, North Korean people who
attempt to flee North Korea personally pay the cost for the
border-crossing to brokers, who no longer receive cash or

valuables from human traffickers in exchange for the defectors.

It has been reported that defection brokers no longer trade
North Korean defectors to human traffickers because the risk of
helping people to cross the border has increased considerably due
to the tightened border control and because punishment for human
trafficking has been strengthened in China. According to North
Korean defectors who defected in 2019, North Korea’s border
control and China’s punishment for human trafficking seem to
have been strengthened since 2018 with Kim Jong Un’s visit to
China. The testifiers said that Chinese people do not dare to
engage in human trafficking because they would be sentenced to

five years imprisonment for each person they traffic, and the
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sentence would increase to 10 years for trafficking two people, 15
years for trafficking three people, and so forth.'334 The testifiers
also said that Chinese people involved in human trafficking were
merely fined in the past, but they are now subject to long-term
imprisonment, which indicates that there is a greater risk for
Chinese human traffickers and the legal system against them has

become more strict.

Recently, cases have been reported in which North Korean
women pursue marriages with Chinese men through brokers as a
strategy to escape from North Korea. Research indicates that brokers
arranging marriages between female North Korean immigrants and
Chinese men are recognized as matchmakers, while brokers
affiliated with Han Chinese criminal groups who sell female North
Korean immigrants to other places rather than arranging marriages
with Chinese men are identified as human traffickers.'335 A North
Korean defector who defected in 2019 reported that, around 2016-
2017, he/she saw his/her female friends defecting to China by choice
with help from brokers. The testifier said that there were many cases
in the past in which human traffickers recruited North Korean
women by deception but, nowadays, many North Korean women

willingly escape North Korea to go to China.1336

1334_NKHR2022000014-3 2022-08-31; NKHR2022000015-3 2022-08-31.

1335_Kyunghee Kook, “l Want to Be Trafficked so | Can Migrate!”: Cross-Border
Movement of North Koreans into China through Brokerage and Smuggling
Networks,” 676-1 The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social
Science, Vol. 1, No. 676 (2018).
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(2) Human Rights Violations of Trafficked Female
Defectors

With China’s industrialization, women in rural areas began to
migrate into cities or foreign countries such as South Korea to earn
money. As a result, there is an increased demand for women as
marriage partners or objects to satisfy sexual desires in Chinese
society. Due to such demand, female North Korean defectors are
often traded as live-in partners of Chinese men. It seems that most
North Korean women are taken to Chinese men without knowing
to whom they have been sold. However, some of them knowingly
ask brokers to help them cross the border in order not to bear the
cost of river-crossing. In addition, cases have been found in which
some voluntarily decided to be sold because they realized that
trafficking is the only way to escape North Korea due to the

tightened control on defection under the Kim Jong Un regime.'337

Whereas there are cases in which female North Korean
defectors who have been forced into marriage with Chinese men
continue to live with their Chinese partners for a long period of
time, a significant number of female defectors appear to flee to
other regions as their marriage encounters trouble due to sexual

abuse, violence, drinking or gambling. When a Chinese husband

1336_NKHR2023000015 2023-07-27.

1337_NKHR2017000033 2017-06-15; NKHR2017000094 2017-10-23; NKHR2018000033
2018-05-08.
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desires to continue the relationship with a North Korean woman,
he would make various efforts, such as helping the woman obtain
a residence permit or providing financial help to the woman and
her family. There are cases in which women who have crossed the
border without help from a trafficking broker choose to live with
Chinese men as life in China is difficult. In these cases, their
married life does not appear to be much different from the
situation of women in forced marriages. Unable to speak Chinese,
North Korean women find it impossible to get a job in a restaurant
or in any public place. Thus, they come to realize that there is no
other alternative than to enter a common-law marriage with
Chinese men to avoid being caught. In one case, a North Korean
woman managed to run away after being trafficked and forced
into marriage only to find herself in a relationship with another
Chinese man because it was the only way for her to survive in
China."338 Cases have also been found in which female North
Korean defectors who have been traded in China are forced to
provide sexual services at karaoke bars and adult entertainment

establishments. 1339

Meanwhile, it has become more difficult to find human
trafficking agents in North Korea as the crackdowns against them

have strengthened. Many testimonies have been collected stating

1338_NKHR2017000065 2017-07-31.
1339_NKHR2017000066 2017-08-28; NKHR2019000043 2018-12-25.
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that human traffickers are publicly executed or imprisoned in
political prison camps (kwanliso).'349 There was also testimony
reporting that while human trafficking is still active in Hoeryong
and Musan County, North Hamgyeong Province, it has decreased

substantially in Onsong County due to intensified crackdowns. 34!

E. Evaluation

Overseas defectors, especially those in China, who are forcibly
repatriated to North Korea are often deprived of their right not to
be tortured or receive inhuman treatment during the investigation,
trial, and punishment process in holding centers (jipkyulso),
detention centers (guryujang), labor training camps (rodongdanryundae),
and prison camps (kyohwaso). North Korean defectors who have
attempted to go to South Korea or contacted Christians during
their stay in China are publicly executed or imprisoned in political
prison camps (kwanliso), which constitutes a violation of the right
to life and the right to a fair trial. Forced abortions of forcibly
repatriated female defectors who become pregnant in China and
the trafficking of North Korean women also represent serious

human rights violations.

1340_NKHR2017000009 2017-04-10; NKHR2017000010 2017-04-10; NKHR2017000067
2017-08-28; NKHR2017000103 2017-10-23; NKHR2017000113 2017-11-20;
NKHR2017000134 2017-12-18; NKHR2018000057 2018-07-02; NKHR2018000105
2018-10-01: NKHR2019000048 2019-07-01.

1341_NKHR2015000171 2015-12-01.
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North Korea’s border control and crackdowns on defection
have been continuously strengthened due to the impact of
COVID-19. Similarly, border control on the Chinese side has also
tightened. The bribes that must be paid by forcibly repatriated
North Korean defectors to avoid punishment have skyrocketed,
and the success rate of re-defection appears to have decreased
dramatically. In addition, monitoring and crackdowns on defectors’
families continue to be carried out. With the intensified efforts in
epidemic prevention due to COVID-19, overall border controls
against border-crossing attempts and the smuggling of goods in
border regions have been tightened, and punishment for these
activities has become more severe. With the recent reopening of
the North Korea—China border, there is growing concern that the
implementation of the North Korean Crowd Reporting Act of
2019 and the Chinese Land Borders Law of 2021 in relation to the
defection of North Korean people may lead to human rights
violations. Moreover, there are also concerns about possible
human rights violations that may arise in the large-scale forced
repatriation of North Korean defectors detained in Chinese

facilities.

The problem of human rights violations of North Korean
defectors can be ultimately solved by a policy change by North
Korean authorities. In addition, the North Korean judicial, trial
and correctional systems should be improved to comply with

relevant international standards. The Chinese government should
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also reconsider its policy of forcibly repatriating North Korean
defectors, taking into account the human rights violations that

occur during the forced repatriation process.
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3

Overseas Workers

North Korea has dispatched workers to over 40 countries,
including China and Russia. The exact number of workers
dispatched overseas is not available, but after the strengthening of
sanctions against North Korea in 2017 and before the outbreak of
COVID-19, it was estimated that approximately 40,000 workers
have been sent to Russia and over 100,000 workers to China
alone.'342 North Korea has sent a large number of workers
overseas to earn foreign currency. The money coming into North
Korea through these dispatched workers was estimated to be
around hundreds of millions of dollars per year. As part of the
sanctions against North Korea’s nuclear and missile tests, the UN
Security Council placed restrictions on issuing new work
authorizations to North Korean workers in the jurisdiction of its

Member States through Resolution 2375 adopted on 11 September

1342_In October 2015, the National Intelligence Service of South Korea reported to
the National Assembly Intelligence Committee that the number of North
Korean workers working overseas was approximately 58,000. “North Korea
sent 80,000 workers on a mission to earn foreign currency despite the risk of
being tainted with capitalism,” JoongAng /lbo, 10 November 2015.
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2017, and decided through Resolution 2397 of 22 December 2017
that North Korean workers staying in the jurisdictions shall be
repatriated within 24 months from the date of the adoption of the
resolution. As a result, the number of overseas North Korean
workers is estimated to have significantly decreased. However, it
is also assumed that some of these workers have not yet returned
to North Korea due to border closures following the COVID-19

pandemic.'343

With respect to overseas North Korean workers, concerns have
been raised that workers are used as a means of earning foreign
currency and their human rights are not sufficiently protected. In
this chapter, the current human rights situation for overseas North

Korean workers is analyzed based on defector testimonies.

A. Discriminatory Selection Process

Every individual has the right to work so as to live a life of
dignity. The right to work contributes to the survival of both the
individual and his/her family, constitutes an inseparable and

inherent part of human dignity, and is essential to realizing other

1343_ According to Li and Nah, Chinese businessmen involved in trading with North
Korea, approximately 100,000 North Korean workers were estimated to have
stayed in China during COVID-19 (KINU Advisory Meeting, 4 September
2023). On the other hand, while there were approximately 30,000 to 40,000
North Korean workers in Russia before the strengthening of sanctions in 2017,
it is presumed that most of them have returned to North Korea after the
sanctions were tightened and only around 3,000 currently remain in Russia.
NKHR2023000022 2023-08-10.
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human rights.'344 Article 6, paragraph 1 of the ICESCR stipulates
that its States Parties shall “recognize the right to work, which
includes the right of everyone to the opportunity to gain his living
by work which he freely chooses or accepts, and will take
appropriate steps to safeguard this right.” As a State Party to the
ICESCR, North Korea has an obligation to protect the rights

prescribed in the Covenant.

However, in North Korea, workers’ freedom of occupation is
substantially restricted as labor is in principle assigned according
to the state labor supply plan. The freedom to choose one’s
occupation is restricted even for workers who voluntarily apply
to be dispatched overseas. In North Korea, being dispatched
abroad has been perceived as a rare opportunity to earn foreign
currency,'345 and thus, many North Korean residents wish to be
dispatched to overseas workplaces. However, the opportunity to
work abroad has been granted mostly to those with a good family
background (todae) and, since Kim Jong Un came to power, this
opportunity has been offered mostly to those with the financial
capacity to pay bribes.

First of all, one needs to have a good family background (todae)
and background (songbun) to be dispatched to overseas

workplaces.'346 In particular, people who have relatives residing

1344_UN CESCR, “Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR), General Comment No. 18:
The Right to Work (Art. 6 of the Covenant),” 6 February 2006, para. 1.

1345_NKHR2017000007 2017-04-10; NKHR2018000022 2018-04-09.
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in foreign countries are excluded from selection. A North Korean
defector who had worked at a clothing factory that produced
clothes for export until 2019 said that, although he/she wanted to
be dispatched to China to work as a clothing technician, his/her
application was rejected because he/she had relatives in South
Korea.'347 In addition, many overseas workers’ previous place of
work was in Pyongyang or other large cities.'348 In this respect, it
has been found that the opportunity to be dispatched abroad is
often granted to those who have good social status and are from

the middle class or above in terms of economic capacity.

In addition, it has been reported that, due to the risk of defection,
those with family members who can serve as potential hostages are
selected to be dispatched overseas. For example, there was
testimony stating that it is difficult for construction workers under
the age of 27 to be dispatched overseas and that construction
workers who are 27 or older may be dispatched overseas only
when they are married and have children.'34° It is said that, as an
exception, doctors dispatched overseas are allowed to live with
their families, but their children are forced to return to North Korea
when they reach the age to enter college because they are believed

to be easily susceptible to ideological influence.!350

1346_NKHR2020000014 2020-06-15.
1347_NKHR2022000015-3 2022-08-31.
1348_NKHR2022000035 2022-09-02.
1349_NKHR2022000005-2 2022-08-03.
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It appears bribes must be paid at every stage of the selection
process. A North Korean defector who had been dispatched to a
city in Russia for five years from 2015 to 2019 to work at
construction sites testified that his/her selection process involved
five steps, and he/she had to pay bribes at each step that
eventually amounted to a total of over 500 dollars, which he/she
did not consider a large sum.'35" According to the testifier, he/she
first had to obtain a letter of recommendation from the Party
Committee of the enterprise he/she was affiliated with, and he/she
paid 200 dollars to the Party secretary as a bribe. After obtaining a
letter of recommendation from the enterprise, she/she then
underwent an in-depth screening conducted by the Overseas
Placement Department under the Cadre Division of the Central
Committee of the KWP in the second step. He/she had to submit
various documents so that the authorities could conduct
background checks on him/her and his/her family and relatives
and, although the preparation of the required documents has to be
done by the staff of the Overseas Placement Department, they
often pass the work on to the applicants who do not have access to
these documents, forcing them to pay bribes to the relevant
officers to have the documents prepared. According to the

testifier, the size of the bribe is approximately 50 dollars in rural

1350_NKHR2022000035 2022-09-02.
1351_ /brd.
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areas and approximately 20 dollars in Pyongyang. The testifier
then underwent an interview with the executive staff of the
Overseas Placement Department for the final decision. At this
point, applicants usually offer approximately 50 dollars to the
executive staff as a bribe. In the fourth stage, the testifier
underwent a physical examination. According to the testifier,
applicants who do not have any health issues still pay
approximately 20 dollars to the hospital as a bribe, and those who
have health issues pay approximately 100 dollars to pass the
examination. In the final step, the testifier had to obtain the
executive staff’s signature on the relevant documents, which was
required to have his overseas placement approved by the Central
Party. At this stage, applicants usually offer an additional 50

dollars to obtain this signature.

However, it is said that applicants pay the most amount of
money to be placed in their desired destinations. For example,
construction workers prefer to be dispatched to Middle Eastern
countries such as Kuwait because they are more likely to earn
significantly more money in these countries. It is said that, for
example, North Korean workers dispatched to Kuwait can earn
approximately 30,000 dollars in three years, while those
dispatched to Russia earn approximately 3,000 dollars during the
same period of time, and accordingly, workers have to offer 5,000
dollars as a bribe to be placed in Kuwait. Meanwhile, the size of

the bribes required differs depending on the types of work North
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Korean workers are involved in. While a North Korean defector
whose spouse was a doctor said that he/she had offered 5,000
dollars as a bribe to work abroad because doctors are expected to
make relatively more money when dispatched abroad,'3%? a
North Korean defector who had worked in the sewing industry
said that he/she had paid approximately 300 dollars to be
dispatched to China as a seamstress.'353 It has been found that the
size of the bribes required differs depending on the workers’
position. With respect to North Korean people who want to be
dispatched to construction sites, those who are expected to be
dispatched as ordinary workers must pay approximately 500-700
dollars while those who are expected to be dispatched to an
executive position must pay at least 20,000 dollars as a bribe in
the screening process.'354 In addition, it has been found that the
size of the bribes required grows as the number of times the
workers are dispatched to overseas workplaces increases. For
example, a North Korean defector who defected in 2020 testified
that he/she had paid around 200 dollars to obtain a letter of
recommendation from the affiliated institution for his/her first
overseas deployment, but he/she had to pay 700 dollars for his/her
second overseas deployment. According to the testifier, North

Korean workers applying for their second overseas deployment

1352_NKHR2022000005-2 2022-08-03.
1353_NKHR2022000015-3 2022-08-31.
1354_NKHR2022000035 2022-09-02.
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are more likely to be selected than those applying for their first
because the authorities can demand more money from the former
in the belief that those who have overseas deployment experience
are more likely to be financially capable to pay a larger bribe and
because a complex administrative procedure is not necessary
given that all of the required documents are already available. The
testifier said that the opportunity to work abroad largely depends
on the ability to offer bribes. Although they are exceptions, some
cases have been recorded in which people were dispatched abroad
without paying bribes.'335 According to a North Korean defector
who had worked as an employee at an overseas restaurant from
2019 to 2022, North Korean people intending to work at an
overseas restaurant can be deployed to one without paying bribes
as long as they pass a background check and physical
examination.!3%6 Furthermore, North Korean defectors who had
been dispatched overseas to work as interpreters in 2017 and
2019, respectively, testified that they had been deployed abroad
without paying bribes due to the urgent needs of their affiliated

institutions at the time. 357

As such, the importance of family background (fodae) and the

prevalence of bribery in the selection process for overseas

1355_NKHR2018000043 2018-06-04.
1356_NKHR2023000024 2023-09-08.
1357_NKHR2023000022 2023-08-10; NKHR2023000023 2023-08-29.
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workers deprive people of the fair opportunity to seek a livelihood
by working overseas. In particular, the qualifications based on
background (songbun) and family background (fodae) and
economic capacity that are considered in the selection process
violate the right to equality, which prohibits all kinds of
discrimination based on social background, birthright, property
ownership or other status. It has been found that as a result, the
freedom to choose an occupation is not guaranteed for North
Korean people. Moreover, factors such as whether the workers
have close family members residing in North Korea are
considered in the selection process to prevent overseas dispatched
workers from defecting from their workplaces. The consideration
of such requirements could also serve as an obstacle for people in
choosing jobs based on fair opportunity according to one’s
abilities. However, a North Korean defector who had lived in an
African country with his/her doctor spouse from 2014 to 2019
testified that the qualifications to work abroad have been relaxed
since Kim Jong Un came to power; now, people without Party
membership are allowed to apply for work deployment overseas
and workers dispatched overseas are permitted to take their
children abroad. Nevertheless, the testifier also said that being
financially capable is an important factor in the selection of

overseas dispatched workers.1358

1358_NKHR2022000005-2 2022-08-03.
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B. Excessive Working Hours

It appears that the level of labor undertaken by North Korean
workers dispatched overseas is more intense than that of the work
carried out by workers of other nationalities, and this has served
as a major reason why overseas workplaces prefer North Korean
workers. A North Korean defector who had been dispatched
overseas in 2020 described some of the characteristics of North

Korean construction workers dispatched overseas.!359

First, the daily working hours of North Korean workers are
much longer than those of workers from other countries. For
example, while construction workers from Uzbekistan go to work
at 8 am, have a two-and-a-half-hour lunch break from 11:30 am
and finish their work at 5 pm, North Korean workers work from 7
am to 1 or 2 am the following day and, when a deadline
approaches, North Korean workers work without any sleep.
Second, North Korean workers go to work even in bad weather.
For instance, whereas Russian workers do not work in the winter
because of bad weather, North Korean workers in Russia broke
this common practice by continuing to work in the winter.
Moreover, North Korean workers dispatched to Kuwait work
non-stop day and night while Kuwaiti workers consider it cruel to

make people work between 11 am to 3 pm when the temperature

1359_NKHR2022000035 2022-09-02.

656 | White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea 2023



is excessively high. Third, North Korean workers work at a faster
pace than workers of other nationalities. North Korean workers
work at a very fast pace; when given the same amount of work,
they are able to complete it twice as fast compared to workers
from other countries. Of particular note is that the quality of the
work produced by North Korean workers at such a fast working
pace is not low. This is possible because those who produce work
that fails to pass a construction inspection have their wages
docked; accordingly, North Korean workers do their best to pass
the required inspections. On the other hand, workers from other
countries are not as desperate to produce work that can pass
construction inspections because failure to do so does not affect

them as much.

These characteristics demonstrate that overseas North Korean
workers work excessively long hours for a long period of time. At
most overseas construction sites, North Korean enterprises that
have signed a subcontract with local companies directly manage
dispatched North Korean workers, and in many cases, North
Korean enterprises violate local labor regulations to expedite the

work.

A North Korean defector who had worked at a construction site
in Russia until the end of 2019 said that he/she worked from 8 am
to 10-11 pm and could not rest on weekends. According to the
testifier, he/she was given two days off a month at the discretion

of the manager.'36% A North Korean defector who had worked as
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an employee at an overseas restaurant until 2022 also testified that
his/her work started at 8 in the morning and he/she arrived home
after work at 1 or 2 am the following day.'36" As a result of
overwork, accidents frequently occur in overseas workplaces,
and, in the event of an accident, the North Korean official in
charge of managing overseas North Korean workers is burdened
with high costs in handling it. Testimony was collected reporting
that the money borne by the North Korean official in charge is
used as hush money for local police rather than for compensation
for the North Korean workers involved in the accident.'362 In
addition to the cases of excessive labor, cases have also been

reported in which wages were not paid to overseas workers. 363

C. Money Submitted to the State and
Misappropriation of Wages by Middle Managers

As described above, it appears that while overseas North
Korean workers suffer from excessive labor in poor working
environments, they do not seem to receive a fair amount of wages
corresponding to their work. Two factors are believed to be at

play in this respect.

1360_NKHR2020000049 2020-11-28.
1361_NKHR2023000024 2023-09-08.
1362_NKHR2023000022 2023-08-10.
1363_NKHR2023000024 2023-09-08.
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First, it is possible that North Korean workers are given
relatively lower wages than those from other countries. For
example, North Korean workers deployed to China tend to take
on low-wage labor-intensive jobs that most Chinese people avoid
getting into, such as the sewing and processing of fishery
products. Moreover, North Korean workers dispatched to Russia
take on downstream construction jobs because upstream

construction jobs are available only to Russian nationals.'364

A second and more important factor is that overseas North
Korean workers are required to send back a part of their wages to
the state as the “state planned quota” and to their affiliated North
Korean enterprise. While the amount payable to the state and their
affiliated North Korean enterprise may vary depending on the
sector they work in, North Korean workers submit a substantial
part of their wages to the state and their affiliated enterprise, and it
is said that sometimes the money payable to their affiliated
enterprise is much higher than that required for the state planned

quota.

The wages of a North Korean worker are issued as follows.
First, a portion of the wages goes to the state to fulfill the state

planned quota. This represents a significant proportion and the

1364_Exceptional cases have been reported in which North Korean workers
dispatched to economically or technologically lagging African countries to
work as technical instructors receive higher wages than local workers.
NKHR2023000023 2023-08-29.
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amount is often set on a flat-rate basis and in U.S. dollars, thus
imposing a heavy burden on the workers. According to a North
Korean defector who had worked in Russia until 2022, because the
amount an overseas dispatched worker must submit to the state is
fixed, the amount the worker fails to provide becomes a debt for
the worker and, if the local currency depreciates against the U.S.
dollar, the burden on the worker increases proportionally.’36> The
amount assigned to the state planned quota includes a portion that
goes to the oversight institution for the enterprise that made the
placement of the North Korean worker at the local company in the
host country possible. For example, if the North Korean enterprise
with which the worker is affiliated is under the oversight of North
Korea’s Capital Construction Committee, the Capital Construction
Committee receives part of the wages of the worker. Finally, a
considerable proportion of the wages is often pocketed by
middle-level officials of the North Korean enterprise, considerably
reducing the share that goes to the overseas worker. A North
Korean defector who had worked in Moscow until 2022 said that
the head of his/her work unit in charge of the local construction
project was heavily involved in the embezzlement of per capital

payments for each worker and described the situation as follows:

1365_NKHR2023000022 2023-08-10.
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“For instance, if the unit price for plastering per square
meter is 200 rubles, the head of the work unit informs
the workers that the unit price is 120 rubles and
pockets the remaining 80 rubles. Because each worker
covers approximately 30 square meters per day, the
work unit head can pocket 2,400 rubles per day for
each worker. Because 20,000 rubles is approximately
300 dollars, if the work wunit head supervises 20
workers, he/she can pocket 6,000 dollars per day.
Given that the workers work 365 days a year without a
break for even ten days, the amount becomes
enormous over the course of a year. If a worker earns
13 million North Korean won in five years, the work
unit head who supervises 20 workers can earn the
same amount in one month.”'366

Furthermore, it seems that a considerable amount is embezzled
by middle-level officials through daily expenses such as food
expenses for the overseas workers, as described in the following

testimony:

“Workers cannot freely go to the market to buy food.
The work unit head buys the food for them, charging
each of them 6,000 rubles per month while spending
only 3,000 rubles on groceries. This way, the work unit
head pockets 3,000 rubles per person per month. When
it comes to cigarettes, the work unit head buys cheap
50-ruble cigarettes from the market and charges each
worker 100 rubles. Because alcoholic beverages are
expensive and the workers cannot afford them, the
work unit head buys medical alcohol and dilutes it with
water to give to the workers. The workers do not know
the price because they are not free to go out.”'367
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Since labor-related contracts are mostly negotiated between the
manager dispatched from a North Korean enterprise and the local
company, many North Korean overseas workers do not know the
exact amount of their wages and the amount they have to submit
to the state. Nevertheless, the approximate amount workers
dispatched overseas had to submit to the state can be estimated by
examining defector testimonies, and it has been found that a
significant portion of the profits goes to the North Korean
enterprise with which the worker is affiliated. According to the
testimony of a North Korean defector, the distribution of profits is
such that the state takes 10% of the total profits, the Capital
Construction Committee takes 30%, the North Korean enterprise
takes 50%, and the worker concerned takes 10%, with the North
Korean enterprise taking the largest portion of the profits. Another
North Korean defector said that those dispatched to an executive
position within a North Korean enterprise receive as much as 1
million dollars, which is far more than the bribes that must be paid
in the selection process for executive staff.'368 In addition, it has
been found that a significant proportion of the workers’ wages is

used to pay for “social tasks.”

A testifier who had worked as a construction worker in Russia
until the end of 2019 testified that he/she had to submit 600

dollars a month, which was equivalent to the monthly income of a

1368_NKHR2022000035 2022-09-02.
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well-paid Russian worker.'3%9 Moreover, a testifier who had
worked as a doctor in an African country between 2018 and 2019
testified that dispatched doctors had to submit 600 dollars a month
per person, but they were exempt from this for the first three

months after their arrival.1370

It seems that the fact that a substantial portion of their wages
must be submitted to various entities imposes a considerable
burden on overseas workers. It appears that as a result, while there
were people who had earned a substantial amount of money while
working abroad, there were also many people who had not earned
much. The testifier who had worked as a construction worker in
Russia and had to submit 600 dollars a month said that he/she
only received approximately 230 dollars a month as an actual

salary.1371

Testimonies have been collected reporting that some of the
money deducted to be submitted to the state seems to have been
pocketed by middle managers and officials instead. There were
even cases in which the workers did not receive wages that were
recorded in the book of accounts due to embezzlement by middle

managers. 372

1369_NKHR2020000049 2020-11-28.
1370_NKHR2020000018 2020-07-04.
1371_ 1brd.

1372_NKHR2023000024 2023-09-08.
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D. Monitoring and Control by North Korean
Authorities

Workers dispatched from North Korea live under the
management of North Korean enterprises that have signed a
contract with local companies. The North Korean enterprises
provide workers with interpreting services and accommodations
and assume the role of their managers. Most overseas North
Korean workers live in groups in areas close to their workplaces,
and they are mostly found to be in poor living conditions. A North
Korean defector who had worked as a construction worker in
Russia from 2015 to 2019 testified that, although Russian law
prohibits workers from living in accommodation without drinking
water or toilet facilities, many North Korean workers dispatched
to Russia lived in containers in poor conditions because the
Russian police, in collusion with North Korean enterprises, turned
a blind eye toward the situation'373 According to the testifier,
each container cost approximately 100 dollars a month, and
workers from other countries used containers only as a temporary
resting place because the interior gets extremely cold during
winter and extremely hot during summer, with a restriction that
only two to four people should use one container at a time. On the

other hand, overseas North Korean workers lived in these

1373_NKHR2022000035 2022-09-02.
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containers to save on housing costs, and each container was
shared by as many as 12 workers. According to the testifier, the
poor hygiene conditions in these containers were the most serious
problem; he/she said that the containers were so poorly managed
that it was impossible for people to sleep through the night in the
containers because of bed bugs. Some testified that the workers
had prepared their meals on their own,'374 and some said that
they had paid about 30 dollars a month for meals, which were of
poor quality.’375 Given the characteristics of worksites, it cannot
be concluded that these forms of living indicate that
organizational life is forced upon overseas dispatched workers or
constitute arbitrary or illegal intervention on an individual’s right
to housing. Construction workers carrying out additional work
were able to find separate housing and live on their own. The
possibility of living in separate housing depends on the type of
work the worker is engaged in. However, it is true that such ways
of living restrict the possibility of individual activities as they
essentially induce people to carry out daily activities in assigned

groups.

What is more worrisome regarding the possible breach of
personal privacy is the daily life surveillance and mutual

monitoring system implemented by officials dispatched by the

1374_NKHR2020000005 2020-05-15.
1375_NKHR2020000050 2020-11-28.
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North Korean authorities. North Korean authorities operate a

centralized-control system even at overseas workplaces.

Overseas North Korean workers are monitored by MSS agents
or managers of their affiliated North Korean companies who are
dispatched with them. However, some North Korean defectors
have reported recent cases in which Life Review Sessions
(saenghwalchonghwa) were held only as a formality. A North
Korean defector who had worked as a construction worker in
Russia for five years until 2019 said that the president of the North
Korean company he had been affiliated with did not hold Life
Review Sessions (saenghwalchonghwa) and instead told the
workers to complete the necessary paperwork for the sessions to
pretend that they participated because he/she thought that it would
be more reasonable to spend the time earning more money than
holding these sessions.'376 In addition, it is said that MSS agents
or managers inspect overseas workers’ belongings two to three
times a week and that workers are not allowed to possess mobile
phones.'377 A testifier said that even workers who lived in
separate housing for additional work were frequently monitored
via phone call. According to the testifier, the president of the
company prohibited those who had not answered phone calls the

day before from carrying out additional work.'378 There was also

1376_NKHR2022000035 2022-09-02.
1377_NKHR2023000024 2023-09-08.
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testimony indicating that the testifier did not write any specific
details in his/her letters since it was 100% certain that all letters
exchanged with his/her family would be censored by the Ministry
of State Security.'37? Those who engage in deviant behavior can
be punished or forcibly repatriated to North Korea. Listening to
South Korean radio and watching South Korean TV programs are

punished most severely.'380

However, there appear to be cases in which the aforementioned
rules are not strictly observed. A testifier who had been
dispatched to Russia from 2013 to the end of 2019 testified that
his/her company prevented the workers from using a mobile
phone, but the workers secretly used mobile phones, and these
phones were not censored. The testifier also said that he/she
secretly watched numerous YouTube videos, including the 2018
Inter-Korean Summit, and listened to South Korean music
through YouTube.'38! There also was testimony stating that no
Life Review Sessions (saenghwalchonghwa) were actually held
and that the dispatched MSS agents did not care much about
holding them and told the workers to fill out some documents for

possible inspections. 382

1378_NKHR2022000035 2022-09-02.
1379_NKHR2020000049 2020-11-28.
1380_NKHR2023000024 2023-09-08.
1381_NKHR2020000049 2020-11-28.
1382_NKHR2020000050 2020-11-28.
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It is known that workers dispatched overseas are restricted from
going beyond their worksites alone.'383 In addition, it is said that
North Korean workers are in principle prohibited from contacting
outside people, and only worksite managers and interpreters have

the authority to do so.1384

E. Risk of Being Subject to Forced Labor

Article 8, paragraph 3 of the ICCPR prohibits forced labor,
which refers to “all work or service which is exacted from any
person under the menace of any penalty and for which the said
person has not offered himself voluntarily.”'385 Here, the term
“penalty” includes deprivation of rights or privileges and is not

limited to criminal penalties.!386

Whether the labor of overseas North Korean workers constitutes
“forced labor” can only be determined by examining various
contexts in detail. Regarding whether the labor is voluntary,
which is the primary criterion in establishing forced labor, it is

difficult to regard the labor of overseas North Korean workers as

1383_North Korean defector OOO, 4 October 2016, interviewed in Seoul.

1384_Aeliah Lee and Chang-ho Lee, 7he Reality and Human Rights of North Korean
Workers in the Maritime Province of Russia (Seoul: KINU, 2015), p. 35;
NKHR2023000023 2023-08-29.

1385_Convention Concerning Forced or Compulsory Labour, No. 29 (1930), Article
2, paras. 1-2.

1386_Sarah Joseph and Melissa Castan, 7he International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights. Cases, Materials, and Commentary, 3rd edition (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2013), p. 324.
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labor that is forced under the threat of punishment and thus
involuntarily provided. This is because testimonies suggest that
most workers were dispatched overseas on a voluntary basis and
that they offered bribes to be selected.'387 When asked about the
motivation for their application, North Korean defectors who had
been dispatched overseas answered, regardless of the time of their
dispatch, that they had the expectation that they would be able to
earn money if they went abroad.'38® When asked about the
autonomy to suspend or terminate work, testifiers said that while
requests to take a break on the grounds of excessive labor are not
accepted, it is possible to terminate one’s work if the worker
wishes to return to North Korea for health reasons. A North
Korean defector who had worked as a construction worker in
Russia until the end of 2019 testified that those who were
physically unable to continue their work were sent home as
arranged by the manager.'38° In view of such circumstances, it
could be understood that North Korean people are not necessarily
forced to work at overseas workplaces and overseas North Korean

workers are not necessarily forced into labor.

However, the International Labour Organization (hereinafter

ILO) views that even such voluntary dispatch and work can also

1387_NKHR2020000049 2020-11-28.

1388_NKHR2020000049 2020-11-28; NKHR2023000022 2023-08-10; NKHR2023000023
2023-08-29; NKHR2023000024 2023-09-08.

1389_NKHR2020000049 2020-11-28.
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be regarded as forced labor if certain indicators that point to a
possible forced labor case exist, such as debt bondage,
withholding of wages, retention of identity documents and abuse
of vulnerability.'3%0 As described above, overseas North Korean
workers live in groups and are prohibited from external contact,
and their identity documents (passports, etc.) are seized and
retained by the manager sent by North Korean authorities. As it
became difficult to dispatch workers abroad due to sanctions
against North Korea, cases occurred in which overseas North
Korean workers whose contract period had expired and who
wished to return to North Korea were forced to continue working
overseas. This practice can also be considered under the category

of forced labor.'391

In addition, most North Korean workers abroad start their
overseas life with debts as they have to reimburse expenses such
as flight costs and visa fees. As a result, they are required to work
for several months to repay the costs associated with their

dispatch. A North Korean defector who had worked as a

1390_ILO, “ILO Indicators of Forced Labour-Special Action Programme to Combat
Forced Labor,” 2012, <www.ilo.org/forcedlabour) (Accessed 10 October
2023). The ILO presented 11 indicators of forced labor that include not only
labor that is forced under coercion or the threat of penalty, which is derived
from the definition of forced labor, but also other indicators that can be
regarded as potentially involving forced labor. These include (i) abuse of
vulnerability, (i) deception, (iii) restriction of movement, (iv) isolation, (v)
physical and sexual violence, (vi) intimidation and threats, (vii) retention of
identity documents, (viii) withholding of wages, (ix) debt bondage, (x) abusive
working and living conditions, and (xi) excessive overtime.

1391_NKHR2020000049 2020-11-28; NKHR2022000035 2022-09-02.
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construction worker in Russia until the end of 2019 testified that
in addition to the assigned state planned quota, he/she had to pay
about 1,000 dollars for airfare and railroad fares.'392 Such
circumstances could lead overseas North Korean workers into

forced labor.

As such, control over workers’ lives imposed by managers sent
by North Korean authorities, confiscation of workers’ identity
documents, and debt that automatically incurs in the process of
workers’ overseas travel function as factors that place overseas
North Korean workers into situations where they have no choice
but to continue their work against their will, despite whether the

workers have voluntarily applied to work abroad.

F. Increased Burden of the State Planned Quota
Due to COVID-19

According to recent surveys, it appears that not many North
Korean workers who resided abroad during COVID-19 have been
directly affected by the disease in terms of work. For example, a
North Korean defector who had been dispatched to an African
country until 2022 said that his/her workplace did not consider
COVID-19 to be a serious issue and its operation had not been

halted due to COVID-19."393 A North Korean defector who had

1392_NKHR2020000049 2020-11-28.
1393_NKHR2023000023 2023-08-29.
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been dispatched to Russia until 2022 reported that his/her
workplace had been closed between May and July 2020 due to
Russia’s tightened quarantine policy adopted soon after the
outbreak of COVID-19, but it operated normally except for these
two months.'394 On the other hand, according to the testimony of
two Chinese businessmen, because North Korean workers
dispatched to China work in a controlled environment to begin
with, paradoxically, the amount of work assigned to North Korean
workers increased during COVID-19.1395 Some workplaces were
reported to have been affected by quarantine measures
implemented by the host country or characteristics of the
affiliated industry. For example, a North Korean defector who had
worked at an overseas North Korean restaurant until 2022
testified that business was bad during the COVID-19 pandemic,
so the employees had to make and sell boxed lunches on the
streets, which was burdensome.'3%¢ On the other hand,
testimonies have been collected indicating that living conditions
for North Korean overseas workers actually improved during
COVID-19. A North Korean defector who had worked at a
construction site in Moscow until 2022 stated that, previously, the
workers had to live in a poor-quality building temporarily built on

the construction site but, during COVID-19, they were moved to a

1394_NKHR2023000022 2023-08-10.
1395_Li and Nah (KINU Advisory Meeting, 4 September 2023).
1396_NKHR2023000024 2023-09-08.
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normal accommodation facility because the construction site was
closed due to Russia’s tightened quarantine controls that even cut
the site’s electricity supply; the testifier said that it was good to be
able to take a break from work during that period.'397 Of note is
that, in this reported case, the workers including the testifier were
able to move to a normal accommodation facility due to the

decision of the local company that hosted them.

Testimonies have been collected reporting that the burden on
overseas North Korean workers increased during COVID-19 as
the amount of money workers were required to submit to the state
as well as food expenses did not decrease, thus debt piled up while
they were unable to work. A North Korean defector who had
worked in Moscow until 2022 testified that the assigned state
planned quota that he/she was unable to pay during the two
months his/her workplace was closed reached 80,000 dollars, and
he/she did not receive wages until he/she made the payment. The
testifier also said that, consequently, many workers who
contracted COVID-19 only took a day or two off and continued
working regularly unless they were seriously ill.'398 In addition,
testimonies have been collected indicating that wages decreased
and labor intensity increased for overseas North Korean workers.

A North Korean defector who had worked as an employee at an

1397_NKHR2023000022 2023-08-10.
1398_ /brd.
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overseas North Korean restaurant until 2022 testified that the
restaurant’s temporary closure due to the local quarantine
measures ultimately led to a heavier workload for the workers
because they had to make up for lost time. The testifier also
reported that the monthly salary of 150 dollars was reduced to 50
dollars due to COVID-19. According to the testifier, what was
particularly challenging for the workers was the need to sell
boxed lunches on the streets in temperatures above 50°C to make
up for the restaurant’s poor business, and these lunches were
expensive compared to the income level of the local residents.
1399 There were also exceptional cases. A North Korean defector
who had been dispatched to an African country testified that
he/she received stable wages during COVID-19.'400 However, it
appears that this was possible because the testifier and other
workers who had been dispatched to the country were mainly
individuals in high-ranking technical positions to whom relatively
favorable treatment was given. Moreover, there was testimony
reporting that the imposition of social tasks, one of which was to
make additional financial contributions for COVID-19 quarantine
measures or construction projects in Pyongyang, persisted during
the COVID-19 pandemic.'4?" This demonstrates that the

Non-Tax Burden Prevention Law adopted and amended at the

1399_NKHR2023000024 2023-09-08.
1400_NKHR2023000023 2023-08-29.
1401_NKHR2023000022 2023-08-10.
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SPA Presidium on 4 July 2020 and 25 February 2021, respectively,
to prevent the collection of extraneous non-tax payments from

North Korean people is not strictly adhered to in practice.

Furthermore, it appears that sufficient measures have not been
taken regarding epidemic prevention. While there were cases in
which overseas workers were able to use diagnostic kits to
determine whether they were infected with COVID-19,1402 there
also were cases in which overseas workers were diagnosed based
only on their symptoms because diagnostic kits were not
available, could not do anything but take some medicine and wait
for the symptoms to subside, because they were unable to visit
local hospitals, or instead seek treatment from North Korean
doctors dispatched from North Korea.'93 There was also
testimony stating that overseas North Korean workers seemed to
be under considerable stress because they were unable to contact
their families for a long period of time amid intensifying
surveillance and that some workers actually developed mental

health issues as a result.1404

1402_NKHR2023000023 2023-08-29.
1403_NKHR2023000022 2023-08-10.
1404_Li and Nah (KINU Advisory Meeting, 4 September 2023).
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G. Evaluation

In North Korea, being dispatched abroad has been perceived as
a lucrative opportunity, and thus, many North Korean residents
have wished to be dispatched to overseas workplaces. It has been
reported that, since Kim Jong Un came to power, the importance
of Party membership as a selection qualification for overseas
workers has decreased, but the opportunity to work abroad is still
granted mostly to those with a good family background (fodae)
and the financial capacity to pay bribes. This discrimination has
led to the violation of the right to equality in the process of

selecting overseas dispatched workers.

Workers dispatched abroad through such processes seem to
face various difficulties in the destination countries. First, workers
often suffer from excessive labor. Moreover, it has been found
that a substantial portion of their wages earned from such hard
labor is siphoned off not only by the state but also by other
institutions, and the portion of wages misappropriated by middle
managers is not insignificant and should not be overlooked. In
addition, overseas North Korean workers are deprived of privacy
as they live in groups under the monitoring and control of North
Korean authorities with their identity documents taken away from
them. It has also been found that there is a possibility that
overseas North Korean workers are placed in a forced labor

situation as they have to pay debts that inevitably incur in the
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process of their overseas travel.

Since the second half of 2017, the number of overseas North
Korean workers is estimated to have significantly decreased as the
dispatching of North Korean workers has been prohibited as part
of the sanctions against North Korea. However, it seems that there
are still North Korean workers illegally staying abroad. In
particular, testimonies have been collected reporting that, during
COVID-19, the working conditions for North Korean workers
dispatched abroad were influenced to different degrees depending
on the host country’s quarantine policies and that the money
workers were required to submit to the state remained unchanged
while the intensity of labor increased and wages decreased for
overseas workers. Despite the enactment of the Non-Tax Burden
Prevention Law in 2020, it appears that social tasks continued to
impose an extraneous burden on overseas North Korean workers,
exacerbating the workers’ hardships during the COVID-19
pandemic. In addition, it has been reported that intensified
surveillance of overseas North Korean workers and their inability
to communicate with their families in North Korean for an

extended period of time added to the workers’ mental fatigue.

It is expected that North Korea will again actively send its workers
abroad once sanctions are lifted. Therefore, it would be necessary to
continue collecting information on the human rights situation for
North Korean workers abroad and finding ways to improve the

human rights situation of overseas North Korean workers.
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Separated Families and
Special Separated Families

The issues surrounding separated families and special separated
families, a category that includes the families of abductees,
detainees, and Korean War POWSs, can be categorized as
humanitarian issues subject to the application of international
humanitarian law. At the same time, they are also human rights
issues to which international human rights law applies. Therefore,
it can be said that they are pressing issues that call for urgent
solutions regardless of the ups and downs in inter-Korean

relations.

A. Separated Families

(1) Current Status

The term “separated families” refers to family members who
are living separately in South and North Korea, including relatives

up to third cousins, and current or former spouses. 49> The causes
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of family separation vary depending on the circumstances of the
times, including the division of the Korean Peninsula, voluntary
defection to the South or North, abduction or joining of the
Korean Volunteer Army (hereinafter KVA) during the Korean
War, repatriation to the North from Japan, the failure or inability
to return after the signing of the Armistice Agreement, abduction

to North Korea, detainment, and defection from North Korea.

The Ministry of Unification, the Korean Red Cross, and the
Committee for the Five Northern Korean Provinces have jointly
established and operated the Integrated Information System for
Separated Families. As of 30 September 2023, there was a total of
133,708 registered members of separated families, with 40,161
surviving and 93,547 deceased. Approximately 66.3% of the
surviving members were aged 80 years or older. With each year
passing, the surviving separated family population is aging, and

the number of deceased members is increasing.

1405_ Article 2 of Act on Inter-Korean Confirmation of the Life or Death of Separated
Families and Promotion of Exchange.
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Korea Institute for National Unification

IECMELE Registered Separated Family Members s of september 2029

Year R(zgirsst(;anrse)d Survivors (persons) Deceased (persons)
2010 128,461 82,477 45,984
2011 128,668 78,892 49,996
2012 128,779 74,836 53,943
2013 129,264 71,480 57,784
2014 129,616 68,264 61,352
2015 130,808 65,674 65,134
2016 131,143 62,631 68,512
2017 131,344 59,037 72,307
2018 133,208 55,978 77,221
2019 133,370 52,730 80,640
2020 133,406 49,452 83,954
2021 133,619 46,215 87,404
2022 133,675 42,624 91,051
2023.9. 133,708 40,161 93,547

Source: Prepared in reference to the Ministry of Unification, Integrated Information System for
Separated Families (as of 30 September 2023), <https://reunion.unikorea. go.kr/reuni/ho
me/pds/regststat/view.do?id=364&mid=SM00000129&limit=10&eqDataDiv=REQUES
T&eqIndex=0&page=1) (Accessed October 10, 2023).

LECEMETN Surviving Members of Separated Families  (as of September 2023)
90 years 80-89 70-79 60-69 59 years or

Category orolder yearsold yearsold vyears old younger fotal
Persons 12,152 14,475 7,451 3,825 2,258 40,161
Perc((j/:)tage 30.3 36.0 18.6 9.5 5.6 100

Source: Prepared in reference to the Ministry of Unification, Integrated Information System for
Separated Families (as of 30 September 2023), ¢https://reunion.unikorea. go.kr/reuni/home
/pds/regststat/view.do?id=364&mid=SM00000129&limit=10&eqDataDiv=REQUEST&
eqindex=0&page=1) (Accessed October 10, 2023).
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Surviving Members of Separated Families: Those Aged 80
or AbOVG (as of September 2023)

Category 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023.9

Survivors

62,631 59,037 55,987 52,730 49,452 46,215 42,624 40,161
(persons)

80 years or
older 37,259 36,499 34,646 33,318 31,810 30,148 27.949 26,627
(persons)

Percentage

%) 595 618 61.7 632 643 653 65.6  66.3

Source: Prepared in reference to the Ministry of Unification, Integrated Information System for
Separated Families (as of 30 September 2023), <https://reunion.unikorea. go.kr/reuni/nome/
pds/regststat/view.do?id=364&mid=SM00000129&limit=10&eqgDataDiv=REQUEST&e
glndex=08&page=1) (Accessed October 10, 2023).

On 25 March 2009, South Korea enacted the Act on the
Confirmation of Life or Death and Promotion of Exchanges of
Inter-Korean Separated Families (hereinafter the Inter-Korean
Separated Families Act) for the purpose of providing for the
matters necessary to verify the life and death of separated family
members and promote exchanges between the two Koreas. The
Act entered into force on 26 September 2009'496 and was
amended on 28 March 2023 to designate 13 August on the lunar
calendar (two days before Chuseok) as Separated Families” Day
to promote the verification of the survival or death of separated
family members, encourage exchanges between South and North
Korea, and raise awareness about the issue of separate families

(Article 12-2).

1406_The Inter-Korean Separate Families Act was partially amended on 22 May
2013, and the amended Act entered into force on 23 November 2013.
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The Inter-Korean Separated Families Act stipulates that
surveys be conducted to determine the current status and
exchanges between the separated families (Article 6, paragraph
1). Accordingly, the Ministry of Unification and the Korean Red
Cross jointly conduct an extensive survey every five years on the
current status of separated families. The first survey was carried
out in 2011, followed by the second survey in 2016 and the third
survey in 2021. In the third survey, accurate personal data for
47,004 survivors (45,850 people living in South Korea and 1,154
people living abroad) who have applied to find their family

members in the North were reviewed. 497

Moreover, from September to November 2023, the Ministry of
Unification conducted a survey on the status of separated families
in North America. Although the status of the surviving separated
family members residing overseas had already been reviewed in
the third joint survey conducted in 2021, the 2023 survey was

carried out for a more accurate understanding of their situation.

In addition, after the Inter-Korean Separate Families Act was
partially amended in 2013 to include a new provision on DNA
testing to confirm family relationships of separated families, from

2014 to 2022, the South Korean government conducted tests on a

1407_Ministry of Unification, “Findings of the 2021 Survey of Separated Families,” 9
December 2021, <https://www. unikorea.go.kr/unikorea/news/release/?boardld=
bbs_0000000000000004&mode=view&cntld=54938&category=&pageldx=>
(Accessed 10 October 2022).
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total of 71,205 genetic samples, including blood, saliva, and hair,
from 26,682 people. A plan to genetically test more than 1,000
people (2,700 samples) was scheduled for 2023.

Status of Genetic Testing to Confirm Family Relations of
Separated Families (as of September 2023)

Tests 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 Total

No. of
Tests

3,261 10,274 10,030 1,178 11,245 17,390 10,999 2,726 4,102 71,205

Source: Separated Families Division, Ministry of Unification (as of 30 September 2023).

(2) Human Rights Issues
(A) Infringement on the Right to Family Unification

Separated families live without the knowledge of whether their
family members are still alive, without the opportunity to
exchange letters, and without the freedom to reunite with their
family members. In other words, separated families are deprived
of their family rights guaranteed under international humanitarian
law. The Geneva Convention Relative to the Protection of
Civilian Persons in Time of War of 1949 (hereinafter Geneva
Convention (IV)) specifically stipulates the protection of family

rights.1408
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1408_ICRC, “Geneva Convention Relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in
Time of War,” (12 August 1949).
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Provisions on Family Rights in the Geneva Convention (IV)

Protected persons are entitled, in all circumstances, to respect for
Article 27, their persons, their honour, their family rights, their religious
paragraph 1 convictions and practices, and their manners and customs. (The rest
is omitted)

At the time of the Korean War in 1950, South and North Korea
were not Parties to the Geneva Convention (IV). South Korea
signed the Convention on 16 August 1966, and North Korea
signed the Convention on 27 August 1957. However, soon after
the outbreak of the Korean War, the President of the ICRC stated
that both South and North Korea are entitled to the benefits of the
Convention even if they are not signatories. On 5 July 1950,
South Korean President Syng-man Rhee pledged that his
government would observe all provisions of the Geneva
Convention (IV). On 13 July 1950, the North Korean authorities
also sent an official letter to the UN Secretary-General accepting
the proposition of the ICRC. Consequently, the Geneva
Convention (IV) became legally binding for both South and North

Korea since the Korean War, 1409

The right to family unification of separated families, which is
recognized by international human rights law, is also being

violated. Among family rights, the right of a family to live

1409_Seong-ho Jhe, “A Study on Kidnapping Civilians in Time of War in International
Humanitarian Law Perspective: Especially Focused on North Korea Abduction
of South Koreans during the Korean War,” Seou/ International Law Study, \ol.
1, No. 18 (2011), p. 200.
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together is referred to as the “right to family unification” or “right
to family reunification.” The UDHR and other international
human rights treaties stipulate that men and women of full age
have the right to marry and form a family, and the family is
entitled to protection by the state.'#10 Moreover, a family is
expanded with the birth of a child. Article 9 of the CRC stipulates
that a child shall not be separated from his/her parents against
his/her will. The right to family unification is a concept that
derives from the right to marry and form a family and the right of
children not to be separated from their parents. Family rights and
the right to family unification are also stipulated in the
Constitution of both South and North Korea. The South Korean
Constitution stipulates that “marriage and family life shall be
entered into and sustained on the basis of individual dignity and
equality of sexes, and the state shall do everything in its power to
achieve that goal” (Article 36, paragraph 1). The North Korean
Constitution stipulates that “marriage and family shall be
protected by the state. The state shall take deep interest in
consolidating the family, which is the basic unit of social life”
(Article 78). In order to realize the right to family unification, the

South Korean government has made efforts to resolve the issues

1410_Article 16, paragraph 3 of the UDHR; Articles 17 and 23 of the ICCPR; Article
5 (d) (iv) of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Racial Discrimination; Article 12 of the European Convention for the
Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (ECPHRFF); and
Article 17, paragraph 2 of the American Convention on Human Rights
(ACHR).
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surrounding separated families through various measures, such as
inter-Korean Red Cross meetings and ministerial-level talks. A
family reunion event for separated families was held at Mount
Geumgang (Geumgangsan) in August 2018, and at the third
Inter-Korean summit held in September of the same year, the two
Koreas agreed that resolving the issue of separated families would
be a priority. However, a permanent meeting place for the reunion
of separated families has not been established, and exchanges and
reunions of separated families have not taken place. In 2021, in
addition to the existing 13 centers in cities including Seoul,
Gwangju and Busan, the South Korean government established
seven new regional video reunion centers in Uijeongbu, Wonju,
Gangneung, Hongseong, Cheongju, Jeonju and Andong.
However, the video reunion of separated families did not take
place. In addition, in September 2022, the South Korean Minister
of Unification Kwon Young-se proposed to North Korea
inter-Korean talks on the issue of separated families, but the North
did not respond to the proposal. Accordingly, from 2019 to
September 2023, there have been no government-level exchanges
between separated families, including confirmation of
survival/death, exchange of letters, reunion meetings in South or

North Korea, and video reunions.
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Exchanges between Separated Families at the State Level

(Unit: Cases/(Persons))

Confirmation Exchan Reunion Reunion
o ato change Meetings Meetings Video
Year of Survival/ of . . -
in South in North Reunions
Death Letters
Korea Korea
963 8 331 735
19852003 (19 096) 679 @700 (2817
6381 400
2004 (5,007) (1,926)
962 397 199
2005 (6,957) 81 (1.32)
1,069 B _ 594 80
2006 8.314) (2.683) (553)
1,196 B _ 388 278
2007 ©121) a8 (1.872)
2008 - - - - -
302 195
2009 (2.399) (888)
302 191
2010 (2,176) (886)
2011-2012 - - - - -
316
2013 (2.342)
170
2014 813)
317 186
2015 (2,155) @72)
20162017 - - - - -
<
2018 292 B ) 170 B &
(1,996) (833) e
2019 - - - - - @
2020 - - - - - @
2021 - - - - -
2022 - - - - -
2023.9. - - - - -
Total 6,400 8 331 3,426 557
(59,563) 679 (2,700) (15,370) (3,748)

Source: Prepared in reference to the Ministry of Unification, Integrated Information System for
Separated Families (as of 30 September 2023), <https://reunion.unikorea. go.kr/reuni/home

/pds/regststat/list.do?mid=SMO00000129) (Accessed 10 October 2023).
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In view of the urgency of resolving the issue of separated
families, the South Korean government has been preparing for the
revitalization of inter-Korean exchanges and producing a series of
“video letters” of South Korean families to be delivered to their
families in the North even after their death. A total of 1,010 video
letters were produced in 2019, followed by 1,001 videos in 2020
and 1,004 videos in 2021. A total of 1,001 video letters were
scheduled to be produced in 2022, and more than 1,000 video

letters were planned to be produced in 2023.7411

In addition to government-level exchanges, the South Korean
government has continuously provided support to private-level
exchanges between separated families. The government enacted
the “Guidelines on the Support of Expenses for Exchanges
between Separated Families” and has provided expenses
necessary for various projects, such as the confirmation of life or
death of separated family members, reunion of separated families,
and exchange of letters. However, private-level exchanges
between separated families also decreased significantly in 2020.
Since 2020, there have been a total of 12 exchanges of letters (4 in
2020, 3 each in 2021 and 2022, and 2 in 2023), while no cases of
the confirmation of life/death for separated families or family
reunions have been reported. As such, private-level exchanges are

barely maintained.

1411_Separated Families Division, Ministry of Unification (as of 30 September 2022).
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IELCASER Exchanges between Separated Families at the Civilian

Level (Unit: Cases)
Year Confi.rmation of Exchange of Reunions
Survival/Death Letters
1990-2006 3,667 10,680 1,614

2007 74 413 55
2008 50 228 36
2009 35 61 23
2010 16 15 7
2011 3 21 4
2012 6 16 3
2013 9 22 3
2014 6 11 5
2015 4 26 1
2016 6 43 3
2017 10 46 1
2018 7 36 1
2019 2 16 1
2020 - 4 -
2021 - 3 -
2022 1 3 -

2023.9. - 2 -
Total 3,896 11,646 1,757

Source: Prepared in reference to the Ministry of Unification, Integrated Information System for S
eparated Families (as of 30 September 2023), <https://reunion.unikorea. go.kr/reuni/home/
pds/regststat/list.do?mid=SM00000129) (Accessed 10 October 2023).

(B) Social Discrimination against Families of Those Who
Had Fled to South Korea

North Korean residents whose family members had fled to
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South Korea and became separated families appear to be barred
from joining the Party or the military and are discriminated
against in college admissions and marriage. In addition, family

members of those who had fled to South Korea are subject to

constant surveillance by North Korean authorities. For example, a
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North Korean defector who defected in 2016 testified that since it
became known through a 2006 program of finding separated
families in South Korea that his/her paternal grandfather is still
alive in South Korea, the testifier had been followed and
monitored by the authorities for 10 years, and this had made

him/her decide to defect in 2016.1412

Discrimination based on a specific social status, such as being a
family member of a person who had fled to South Korea, may
constitute a violation of the ICCPR and the ICESCR. Article 2,
paragraph 1 of the ICCPR and Article 2, paragraph 2 of the
ICESCR prohibit discrimination of any kind.

IENERVA Cases of Discrimination against Separated Families in
North Korea

Testimonies Testifier ID

The testifier had a bad family background (fodae) as his/her

spouse’s grandfather was a traitor who had fled to South

Korea and his/her uncle is an overseas resident. The testifier's

spouse joined the military in 2005 but was not promoted.  NKHR2016000021
Moreover, as the testifier's grandfather went missing during 2016-01-26
the Korean War and the testifier's cousin defected to South

Korea and had a press conference, all relatives of the testifier

were sent to political prison camps (kwan/iso).

The testifier's family background (todke) was bad because

his/her father's family had been labeled as a family of traitors

having a family member who had fled to South Korea. The

testifier's father's family had been deported from Pyongyang in ~ NKHR2016000041
the 1960s. The testifier’s older brother could join the military only 2016-04-05
after he paid bribes, and the testifier's son joined the military but

could not enter the school for military officers. People with bad

family backgrounds (fodae) are severely restricted.

1412_NKHR2017000084 2017-09-25.
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Testimonies Testifier ID

The testifier had been under the surveillance of North Korean

authorities and subjected to social discrimination all his/her life

because his/her maternal grandfather is a traitor who had fledto ~ NKHR2017000032
South Korea. The testifier had no choice but to marry a person 2017-06-05
who does not have a good family background (todae) because

of the perception that “birds of a feather flock together.”

The testifier's entire family was forcibly deported to

Geumsan, Yanggang Province since the testifier's  NKHR2018000025
grandfather had moved to the U.S. during the Korean War. 2018-04-09
The testifier was born in Geumsan.

The testifier's entire family was forcibly deported to Anju,

South Pyeongan Province in 1976 since the testifier's  NKHR2018000085
grandfather and uncle had fled to South Korea during the 2018-08-11
Korean War. The testifier was born in Anju.

B. Abductees and Detainees

(1) Current Status
(A) South Koreans Abducted during the Korean War

Korean War abductees are defined as South Korean citizens,
excluding military personnel, who resided in South Korea during
the Korean War (25 June 1950-27 July 1953) and who were
forcibly taken to North Korea against their will, where they were
detained or compelled to stay.'#'3 The estimates for the number
of South Koreans abducted to North Korea during the Korean
War differ significantly between the seven relevant lists

discovered to date. Nevertheless, it is estimated that several

1413_National Memorial for Abductees during the Korean War, “Who Are the Korean
War Abductees?,” <https://www.abductions625.go.kr/home/dta01/dta01_01.
jspp> (Accessed 9 September 2023).
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thousand people (possibly rising to above 100,000) were forcibly
taken to North Korea. It is only possible to make incomplete
estimations of the number of abductees based on the following
lists: a list of abducted Seoul citizens prepared by the Statistics
Bureau of South Korea’s Ministry of Public Information in 1950
(2,438); a list of people abducted during the Korean War
published by the Statistics Bureau of South Korea’s Ministry of
Public Information in 1952 (82,959); a list of abducted persons by
the Police Headquarters of the Ministry of Internal Affairs in 1954
(17,940); the Missing Civilians List compiled by the Korean Red
Cross in 1956 (7,034); and the List of Missing Civilians compiled
by the Ministry of National Defense in 1963 (11,700)."414 It
would be easier to confirm abduction when the same name
appears on different lists, but there are many abductees who are
not listed on any of them. There are even cases in which the same
person appears on a list of South Koreans abducted to North
Korea and a list of people who had fled to the North (1952,

Ministry of Public Information).

1414_In addition to these lists, there is a list of persons abducted during the Korean
War (2,514) published by the Family Association for the Korean War Abducted
Persons, which was founded in September 1951. The Association has
compiled the list based on the registry of its members who have registered
themselves since the Second Battle of Seoul on 28 September 1950. Korean
War Abductees’ Family Union (KWAFU), “Korean War Abductee List —
Abductees’ Database,” <http://www.kwafu.  org/korean/directory.php)
(Accessed 22 September 2023).
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IELCSER Number of South Koreans Abducted during the Korean War
. Number of  Existence
ety Cemaliel oy ey Abductees  of the List
: Statistical Bureau,
Listof Abducted Seoul v of Public 1950 2,438 O
Citizens .
Information
List of Persons Statistical Bureau,
Abducted during the Ministry of Public 1952 82,959 O
Korean War Information
List of Abducted Police Headquarters
Persons during the of the Ministry of 1952 (126,325) X
Korean War Internal Affairs
List of Persons Statistical Bureau,
Abducted during the Ministry of Public 1953 (84,532) X
Korean War Information
List of Persons
Police Headquarters
Abducted Due to of the Ministry of 1954 17,940 o
Circumstances of the ;
Internal Affairs
Korean War
Korean Red
Missing Civilians List _Cross/Statistical o0 7,034 o
Bureau, Ministry of
Public Information
List of Missing Ministry of National 1957 11,700 Vol. 1 O
Civilians Defense - Vol. 2 x

Source: Website of the Committee on Fact-Finding of Korean War Abductions and Restoration of the
Reputation of the Victims, “Information Board — Current Status of South Koreans Abducted
during the Korean War,” ¢http://www. abductions625.go.kr/home/dta/dta01/dta01_ 02.jsp)
(Accessed 22 September 2023).

It has not been officially confirmed whether anyone who had
been forcibly abducted to the North during the Korean War has
returned to South Korea. Although the number of wartime South
Korean abductees is very large, none of them have been able to
return on their own. The reasons are as follows. First, it appears

that a large number of these wartime abductees were killed as they

did not cooperate with the North, and some of them also lost their
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lives in the process of wartime mobilization (e.g., military service
and labor). Second, since the onset of the food shortage, a large
number of North Korean people defected to South Korea, but
none of them included the wartime abductees, perhaps because
most of them are in their senior years, or they may have chosen
not to reveal to their North Korean family that they had been

forcibly abducted during the war.

The Committee to Find the Truth of Damage from North
Korea’s Abduction during the Korean War and Recover the
Honor of Victims, which officially launched on 13 December
2010, collected 5,375 reports of wartime abductees over five
years from 2011 to 2015 and, after excluding duplicate and
withdrawn cases, officially confirmed that 4,777 South Koreans

were abducted during the Korean War.

LELICRSRTY Decisions on Status of Alleged Abduction Cases (Unit: Cases)

Decision as Decision as Impossible to Total
Abductions Non-Abductions Determine
4777 138 460 5,375

Source: Abductees Response Team, Ministry of Unification (as of 30 September 2023).

(B) Post-War Abductees

A total of 3,835 South Koreans have been abducted to North
Korea since the cease-fire that ended the Korean War. It is known
that some of them have been held by the North Korean authorities

against their will based on their utility, taking into consideration
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their physical condition and educational background.'4'> Of the
3,835 post-war abductees, a total of 3,319 have returned to South
Korea, with 3,310 (86.5%) repatriated to South Korea after being
held for six months to a year, and nine defecting from North
Korea after 2000. As of September 2023, there were seven
surviving returning post-war abductees because two of them have
passed away. As of September 2022, the total number of abducted
South Koreans still detained in North Korea was estimated to be

s16.

IEWBE] Current Status of Post-War Abductees (Estimated) (unit: Persons)

Staff of . Others
A Soldiers/ ——
Category Total Fishermen Korean Poli _ .
Airlines olicemen  Domestic Foreign
Abducted to 3,835 3729 0 0 ) i
North Korea
Repa~ 3310 3263 39 _ ) 8
Re- triated
tuned  De-
fected 9 ° - - - -
Remaining in 516 457 " 0 . o

North Korea

Source: Abductees Response Team, Ministry of Unification (as of 30 September 2023).
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1415_According to OO Lee, a former abductee who had returned to South Korea,
27 crew members of boats Bongsan No. 21 and No. 22 had been transferred
from Haeju to Pyongyang and underwent interrogations to ascertain whether
they were spies. In the process, North Korean authorities selected seven
healthy and educated (high school or above) crew members and provided
them special training in Chongjin. The North released the rest of the crew
back to South Korea.
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Korea Institute for National Unification

Number of Detained Abductees by Year (Unit: Persons)
Number o Cumulative Number o Cumulative
Year Detained Total Year Detained Total
Abductees Abductees
1955 10 10 1973 8 429
1957 2 12 1974 30 459
1958 23 35 1975 28 487
1962 4 39 1977 4 491
1964 16 55 1978 4 495
1965 20 75 1980 1 496
1966 19 94 1985 3 499
1967 52 146 1987 13 512
1968 133 279 1992 1 513
1969 20 299 1995 1 514
1970 36 335 1999 1 515
1971 20 355 2000 1 516
1972 66 421

Source: Abductees Response Team, Ministry of Unification (as of 30 September 2023).

eSS FA Current Status of Abducted Persons Who Have Returned
to South Korea

Date of .
Name Abduction Occupation Date of Return Note

Crew member, Bongsan
No. 22 (fishing boat)
Crew member, Cheondae 30 October

OO Lee 29 April 1970 26 July 2000

QO Jin 12 April 1967 No. 11 2001 Deceased
OO Kim 24 November Chief engineer, 23 June 2003
1973 Daeyoung
OOGo 17 August 1975 Crew member, 12 July 2005
Cheonwang
. Crew member, 16 January
OO Choi 17 August 1975 Cheonwang 2007
Crew member, 10 September
OO Lee 17 August 1975 Cheonwang 2007
OOYoon 2 July 1968 Crew member, 9 January 2008
Geumyung
Crew member, 26 February
OO Yoon 17 August 1975 Cheonwang 2009 Deceased
28 December  Crew member, Odaeyang 5 September
©O Jeon 1972 No. 61 2013

Source: Abductees Response Team, Ministry of Unification (as of 30 September 2023).
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Based on the Act on the Compensation and Assistance for
Victims Abducted to North Korea enacted in 2007, victims of
post-war abductions who have returned to South Korea are
entitled to a re-settlement grant and support from the government.
The Committee on the Compensation and Assistance for Victims
Abducted to North Korea established in 2007 had received a total
of 461 applications as of December 2021. The Committee on the
Compensation and Assistance for Victims Abducted to North
Korea held 57 meetings up to 2023, recognized 438 cases, and
paid approximately 15 billion won in consolidation payments,

settlement and housing support, and compensation.

Application and Receipt of Consolidation Payments, etc.
for Returning Abductees by Year

(Unit: Case)
Category 2008 2009 2010 2011 2013 2015 2017 2019 2020 2021 Total

Payment  paid 181 129 82 24 0 1 0 2 7 0 426
Settlement Applied 7 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 9

and Housing }
Support Paid 3 5 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 9
~ Applied 0O 8 4 1 0 0 0 1 14
Compensation
Paid 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 3
- Applied 239 108 101 O 2 1 0 2 7 1 461
ota
Paid 184 135 82 24 1 1 1 2 7 1 438

Source: Abductees Response Team, Ministry of Unification (as of 30 September 2023).
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Korea Institute for National Unification

IENERSER Decisions on Consolidation Payments, etc. for
Returning Abductees

Catedo Number of Cases of Amount
gory Applications Disbursement (1 million won)
Consolidation 438 196 13,211
Payment
Settl_ement and 9 9 1773
Housing Support
Compensation 14 3 261
Total 461 438 15,245

Source: Abductees Response Team, Ministry of Unification (as of 30 September 2023).

Meetings of the Committee on the Compensation and
Assistance for Victims Abducted to North Korea

Category 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2013 2014 2015 2016 2019 2020 2021 2023 Total

No. of
Meetings

m T " 6 2 2 3 2 2 2 2 2 5

Source: Abductees Response Team, Ministry of Unification (as of 30 September 2023).

(C) Detainees

As of September 2023, six South Korean nationals, including
the three missionaries Jeong-uk Kim, Guk-gi Kim, and Chun-gil
Choi and three other individuals who defected from North Korea,
are detained in North Korea. Jeong-uk Kim, Guk-gi Kim, and
Chun-gil Choi are known to have been tried on the charge of
espionage and sentenced to unlimited-term correctional labor
punishment. To date, North Korea has not disclosed whether the
six South Korean nationals are alive or dead or where they are

being detained.
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IE A2 Current Status and Trial Results for South Koreans
Detained in North Korea
(as of September 2023)

Date of Date of Charges

Arrest  Trial (Grounds for Detainment) PULEGET L6

Name Occupation

Informant spy
- Criminal Law Articles 60
(conspiracy to overturn

Unlimited
—term
correctional

Jeonvg— Missionary Oct. 2013 - the'state), 64 labor
uk Kim (espionage), 62 ish ‘
(anti-state propaganda pu(gg ’\T en
and agitation), and 221 2014€;y
(illegal border-crossing)
Informant spy Unlimited

- Criminal Law Articles 60  -term

. conspiracy to overturn  correctional
Guk-gi ( piracy 10 overtu

Kim Missionary Oct. 2014 - the state, 64 (espionage),  labor
65 (clandestine punishment
destruction), and 221 (23 Jun.
(illegal border-crossing) 2015)
Informant spy .
= Criminal Law Articles 60 Uriltlmlted
(conspiracy to overturn correi;?)nal
Chun- Missionary Dec. _ the state), 64 labor
gil Choi 2014 (espionage), 65 .
(clandestine destruction), pu(;gljment
and 221 (illegal o0 ;)”
border—crossing)
000 _ May 2016 Kidnapping of North _ K,\(l)cr);hn
(estimated) Korean orphans
defector
March North
000 - 2016 - - - Korean §
(estimated) defector g
March North §
000 - 2016 - - - Korean t
(estimated) defector

Source: Abductees Response Team, Ministry of Unification (as of 30 September 2023).

North Korea has refused to accept the South Korean

government’s notice of repatriation for the South Korean

detainees and has consistently rejected the government’s request
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to confirm the status of South Korean detainees and to discuss the
detainees’ consular protection, which has been extended through
international organizations and related countries. In November
2017, the National Human Rights Commission of Korea sent a
letter to the UN Secretary-General requesting a UN-level
investigation to secure the safety and prompt repatriation of the
six South Korean nationals detained in North Korea.
Subsequently, in June 2018, the issue of the South Korean
detainees was raised with North Korea at the high-level
inter-Korean talks held in June 2018. However, North Korea only
mentioned that the matter was under consideration by relevant

institutions, and no follow-up actions have been taken since then.

The annual Country Report on Human Rights Practice
published by the U.S. Department of State stated that six South
Koreans are believed to be detained in North Korea, some of
whom have been imprisoned for as long as nine years.'416
International cooperation has also been carried out for the six
South Korean detainees. At a trilateral summit between South
Korea, the U.S., and Japan held in November 2022, the leaders of
the three countries reaffirmed a shared commitment for the
immediate release of the South Korean citizens detained in North

Korea and, at a South Korea—U.S. summit in April 2023 and a

1416_U.S. Department of State, “2022 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices:
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 2022 Human Rights Report,” p. 13.
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trilateral summit between South Korea, U.S., and Japan in August
2023, the leaders agreed to “strengthen cooperation to [---] resolve
the issues of abductions, detainees, and unrepatriated prisoners of

E3]

war.

(2) Human Rights Issues

(A) Infringement of the Right to a Fair Trial and the
Right to Consular Access

The rights of the South Koreans detained in North Korea have

been violated during the trial process in the following ways.

First, as a formality, the North Korean authorities inform
foreigners detained in North Korea of their right to receive legal
assistance from an attorney. However, in most cases, detained
foreigners do not request an attorney because they suspect that
North Korean attorneys will not provide any substantive aid. In
the case of Euna Lee, who has been detained in North Korea since
2009, North Korean officials had informed her of her right to legal
assistance, but she declined the offer because she was convinced
that no North Korean attorney would stand at her side and
properly defend her.'#17 Kenneth Bae, who has been detained in

North Korea since 2012, also declined legal assistance.'418

1417_Euna Lee, The World is Bigger Now (New York: Broadway Books, 2010),
p. 187.

1418_ Korean Central News Agency, 9 May 2013.
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For the three South Koreans whose trial results were made
public, whether they received legal assistance remains unknown
because related information has not been released. Putting
detained foreigners in a situation where they have to give up
receiving assistance from a lawyer during the trial process is a
violation of the right to legal representation as stipulated in Article
14, paragraph 3 (b) of the ICCPR and ultimately violates the

overall right to a fair trial.

Second, trials of detained foreigners are always under the
jurisdiction of the Central Court as the court of first instance, the
decisions of which are final and cannot be appealed. The reason
seems to be that there is a political desire to quickly close these
cases considering the impact they may have on the North Korean
people. However, concluding a case based on the decision from
the first instance trial violates one’s right to a fair trial because all
individuals are entitled to the right to appeal (Article 14,
paragraph 5 of the ICCPR). With respect to the three of the six
South Korean nationals detained in North Korea who were
sentenced to the severe penalty of unlimited-term correctional
labor punishment at the first instance trial, the fact that only the
results of their first instance trial have been disclosed demonstrate

that their right to appeal is likely to have been infringed.

Third, the right of detained foreigners to consult a consular
officer while in detention is arbitrarily restricted. Article 36,

paragraph 1 of the Vienna Convention on Consular Relations
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stipulates that, when a national of a sending state is in prison,
custody, or detention within the consular district of a receiving
state, upon the request of the national, the authorities of the
receiving state shall inform the consular post of the sending state
of the facts without delay, and any communication addressed to
the consular post shall be forwarded without delay. In the process
of investigation and trial, the right to consultation with a consular
officer is very important for protecting the human rights of
individuals. The right to consular access is a right of individuals
and also of a state recognized by customary international law.'4'?
The International Court of Justice (hereinafter ICJ) has ruled that
the Vienna Convention on Consular Relations is a codification of

existing customary international law on consular relations.!420

1419_1CJ, “LaGrand Case (Germany v. U. S. A),” Judgement of 27 June 2001, para.
89, para. 128 (3).

1420_1CJ, “Case Concerning United States Diplomatic and Consular Staff in Tehran
(USAv. Iran),” /CJ Reports 1980 (24 May 1980), p. 24 (para. 45).
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IEL RSP Regulations on the Right to Consular Access in the
Vienna Convention on Consular Relations

With a view to facilitating the exercise of consular functions relating
to nationals of the sending State:

(a) consular officers shall be free to communicate with nationals of the
sending State and to have access to them. Nationals of the sending
State shall have the same freedom with respect to communication
with and access to consular officers of the sending State;

(b) if he so requests, the competent authorities of the receiving
State shall, without delay, inform the consular post of the sending
State if, within its consular district, a national of that State is arrested
or committed to prison or to custody pending trial or is detained in
any other manner. Any communication addressed to the consular
post by the person arrested, in prison, custody or detention shall be
forwarded by the said authorities without delay. The said authorities
shall inform the person concerned without delay of his rights under
this subparagraph.

Article 36,
paragraph 1

However, North Korea restricts the right to consular access in
an arbitrary manner; that is, it grants the right in some cases but
not in others. With no established consular relations between the
U.S. and North Korea, Sweden provides consular responsibilities
as a protecting power for the U.S. North Korea allowed meetings
between the Swedish ambassador and two female American
reporters, Euna Lee and Laura Ling, on 30 March, 15 May, 1
June, and 23 June 2009. Representatives of the Swedish embassy
in North Korea were also present at the trial for Aijalon Mahli
Gomes. 42" In the case of Kenneth Bae, it was reported that the
Swedish embassy was notified of his detention and that he was

able to meet with the consul.'422 However, while he was detained

1421_ Korean Central News Agency, 7 April 2010.
1422 _ Voice of America, 1 June 2013.
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in a prison camp (kyohwaso) for foreigners located near
Pyongyang and negotiations for his repatriation were held, there
were times when the exchange of letters through the embassy was
restricted and meetings with embassy representatives were
restricted without notification.'423 Otto Frederick Warmbier, who
died in June 2017, met with representatives of the Swedish
embassy once on 2 March 2016; however, subsequent meetings
were not granted. Canadian pastor Hyun-soo Lim had his first
consultation with a Canadian diplomat on 18 December 2015, two
days after he was sentenced to unlimited-term correctional labor
punishment. Since the Kenneth Bae incident, foreigners’ right to

consular access has been restricted. 424

Meanwhile, the six South Korean nationals currently detained
in North Korea are not guaranteed the right to consular access.
Because the right to consular access is not guaranteed, it has not
even been confirmed that the detained South Koreans are still
alive. This restriction on the right to consular access ultimately
violates the right to a fair trial stipulated in Article 14 of the
ICCPR, which must be guaranteed not only for nationals but also

for foreigners.

1423_Kenneth Bae, 7 November 2016, interviewed in Seoul.

1424_“Treatment of the Americans detained in North Korean worsens:--The longest
blocking of consular access,” Voice of America, 8 August 2016; “The U.S.
Department of State failed to detect the location of Americans detained in
North Korea---Consular access blocked for one year and three months,” lVoice
of America, 3 June 2017.
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(B) Infringement on the Right to Family Unification

As with separated families, abductees and detainees also suffer
from human rights issues related to family unification, letter
exchanges and family reunions. In this regard, abductees,
detainees, and Korean War POWs are also categorized as special

separated families.

Since the inter-Korean summit in 2000, the South Korean
government has continuously raised the issue of abductees and
Korean War POWSs to North Korea. North Korea, however, has
never acknowledged the existence of South Korean abductees and
POWs, seeking to avoid drawing attention to these issues. At the
2012 and 2013 working-level, inter-Korean Red Cross meetings,
the South Korean government proposed to solve the issue of
Korean War POWs and abducted South Koreans together with the
issue of reunion of separated families. However, the only
confirmation it received at the 19th reunion for separated families
held in February 2014 at Mount Geumgang (Geumggangsan)
resort was that two of the South Koreans who had been abducted
during the Korean War, whose whereabouts were requested by
the South, were dead. In the 20th reunion of separated families
held in October 2015, Geon-mok Jeong, a fisherman abducted in
the Odaeyangho (a South Korean trawler) incident in 1972,
reunited with his mother living in South Korea.'?5 In the
inter-Korean family reunion held in August 2018, the survival or

death of 21 Korean War POWs and abductees was confirmed, and
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12 people from six South Korean families were reunited with their
family members residing in the North. After the 2000
inter-Korean summit and up until the end of 2018, the survival or
death of 133 South Korean abductees and POWs has been
confirmed. During the same period, 60 cases of family reunions
were held. 426 In 2020, on the 70th anniversary of the outbreak of
the Korean War, the OHCHR urged North Korea to repatriate
those it had abducted during and after the Korean War.'427 North
Korea’s active cooperation is required to verify the status of
abductees and to allow them to communicate and reunite with

their relatives in South Korea.

(C) Forcible Transfer and Detention

The abduction of civilians during the Korean War by North
Korea constitutes a serious violation of Article 49 of the Geneva
Convention (IV), which prohibits forced transfer of civilians. At
the time, this was already an established norm under customary

international law.'428 Moreover, the Geneva Convention (IV) in

1425_ Yonhap News Agency, 24 October 2015.

1426_Ministry of Unification, 2079 Unification White Paper (Seoul: Ministry of
Unification, 2019), p. 184.

1427_OHCHR, “UN experts urge DPRK to repatriate abductees on 70th anniversary
of the Korean War,” 25 June 2020, <https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/
Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25998> (Accessed 28 January 2021).

1428_Min-jeong Jeong, “Analysis of the Issues of Abductees and Korean War POWs
from the Perspective of International Laws,” in Abduction and Enforced
Disappearances by North Korea, eds., Center for North Korean Human Rights
Research (Seoul: KINU, 2015), p. 93.
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principle prohibits the detention of civilians by a state (Article 79).

Provisions on Forced Transfer and Detention in the
Geneva Convention (IV)

Individual or mass forcible transfers, as well as deportations of
protected persons from occupied territory to the territory of the

Article 49 i .
rticle Occupying Power or to that of any other country, occupied or not,
are prohibited, regardless of their motive. (The rest is omitted)
Article 79 The Parties to the conflict shall not intern protected persons, except

in accordance with the provisions of Articles 41, 42, 43, 68 and 78.

(D) Enforced Disappearance

Abduction of civilians by North Korean authorities is closely
related to enforced disappearances. An enforced disappearance is
a serious issue in that it violates various human rights on multiple
levels. In other words, committing enforced disappearances not
only infringes upon the rights of individuals in and of itself but
also violates various civil, political, economic, social and cultural
rights as it tends to entail inhuman treatment such as torture as
well as deprivation of rights, such as the right to health and

education. 1429

Since 1950, North Korea has systematically abducted nationals
of other countries as part of its state policy and refused their

repatriation. The COI estimates that victims of enforced

1429_OHCHR, Enforced or Involuntary Disappearance, Fact Sheet No. 6/Rev.3.
(2009); Ku-youn Chung, “Emergence and Spread of the Concept of Enforced
Disappearances,” in Abduction and Enforced Disappearances by North Korea,
eds., Center for North Korean Human Rights Research (Seoul: KINU, 2015),
requoted on p. 7.
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disappearances far exceed 200,000 people, including children. 430
The majority of the enforced disappearances were carried out to
exploit abductees’ labor and technology for North Korean
authorities, and some victims were deployed for espionage and
terrorist activities. Women abducted from Europe, the Middle East

and Asia were forcibly married to men from other countries.'431

North Korea, however, has strongly denied the existence of
enforced disappearances. The Korean Air Abductees’ Families
Committee (hereinafter the Families Committee) has registered
with the UNHCR Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary
Disappearances (hereinafter WGEID) cases of abductees of the
Korean Airlines (KAL) incident who have not yet returned: Won
Hwang (17 June 2010), Dong-gi Lee (8 October 2010) and
Jeong-woong Choi (8 November 2010).432 In this regard, North
Korea has responded that “the cases of three people who have not
returned do not constitute enforced disappearances” and “there is

not a single case in North Korea which constitutes enforced or

1430_UNHRC, “Report of the Commission of Inquiry on Human Rights in the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea,” (2014), para. 64.

1431_ /brd.

1432_1In 1969, a Korean Airlines plane carrying 50 persons (four crew members and
46 passengers) was hijacked. On 14 February 1970, North Korea repatriated
39 passengers to South Korea, but did not return seven of the passengers and
all four crew members. The WGEID established by the resolution of the UN
Commission on Human Rights (currently UN Human Rights Council) receives
and reviews the cases of disappearances submitted by families of victims of
enforced disappearances or by civil organizations, and notifies the countries
suspected of abduction to conduct investigations on such cases and report the
results.
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involuntary disappearance and detainment against their will.” On
13 February 2020, the WGEID sent a letter to North Korea urging
the North Korean authorities to repatriate 11 people who were
forcibly disappeared in the KAL hijacking incident of 1969.1433
In addition, the Working Group on Arbitrary Detention
(hereinafter WGAD) issued a statement of opinion on Won
Hwang. The WGAD stated that it transmitted to North Korea on
17 July 2019 the allegations it has collected regarding the current
situation of Hwang — that he is under house arrest with heavy
security and is in a situation where his rights protected under the
ICCPR are not guaranteed. On 26 August 2019, North Korea
submitted its response in which it stated that there is no one in
North Korea “who has been forcibly detained against his or her
will.” Convinced that Hwang is a South Korean citizen who is
staying in North Korea against his will, the WGAD urged North
Korea to immediately release Hwang and take action to provide
reparations. However, North Korea argues that such arguments
and demands by the WGAD are malicious and stereotypical

political plots against the country.'434

Moreover, in its 2020 report on enforced disappearances
submitted to the UNHRC, the WGEID included North Korea on a
list of countries that require urgent attention.'43> The WGEID

1433_OHCHR, “UN experts urge North Korea to repatriate 11 abducted from plane
hijack 50 years ago,” 13 February 2020.

1434_UN Doc. A/HRC/WGAD/2019/69 (2020).
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reported that it had requested a visit to North Korea for the first time
on 22 May 2015 and for the second time on 11 March 2020.'436
The WGEID has determined that there are a total of 404
outstanding cases of enforced disappearance concerning North
Korea, which represents an increase of 42 compared to 2022.'437
The WGEID sent one urgent appeal and four allegation letters to
North Korea, but North Korea has not responded to any of them. 438
Of the 404 outstanding cases, 60 involved female victims. 439 In its
2022 report, the WGEID voiced serious concern over the continued
practice of the forced repatriation of North Korean nationals from
other countries and expressed its regret about “the persistent lack of

cooperation from” the North Korean authorities. 440

Among the forcibly disappeared, there must be people who
were abducted through physical coercion or false persuasion, and
there must be also those who voluntarily entered North Korea. In
any case, however, their right to leave North Korea has been
violated as a result, and thus, it can be said that all of them are
victims of enforced disappearance. Moreover, such people have

been deprived of the right to freely move within North Korea and

1435_UN Doc. A/HRC/45/13 (2020), para. 27.
1436_UN Doc. A/HRC/54/22 (2023), p. 24.
1437_Ibid,, p. 9.

1438_ Ibid,

1439_ /bid,, p. 27.

1440_ Ibid,, p. 15.
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the right not to receive torture and cruel or inhuman treatment. All
those who were forcibly disappeared live under strict surveillance
and are deprived of education or employment opportunities.'441
In the 2014 Resolution on North Korean human rights adopted
after the publication of the COI report, the UNHRC condemned
the organized abduction, refusal of repatriation, and subsequent
enforced disappearance of people by North Korea,'442 and urged
North Korean authorities to allow abducted or forcibly
disappeared people to return immediately to their countries of
origin.'#43 Since then, numerous UNHRC resolutions on North
Korean human rights have expressed concerns about enforced

disappearances.'444

(E) Use of Abductees by North Korean Authorities

Some of the abducted South Koreans were used in broadcasts
delivered to South Korea or in espionage training. Two Korean
Airlines flight attendants, Kyung-Hee Sung and Kyung-sook
Chung, have been used in broadcasts sent to South Korea. In
addition, South Korean abductees were also used as instructors
for North Korean espionage agents to the South. According to the

testimony of a North Korean defector who entered South Korea in

1441_UN Doc. A/HRC/25/63 (2014), para. 68.

1442_UN Doc. A/HRC/RES/25/25 (2014), para. 2 ().

1443_ /bid., para. 3 (f).

1444_UN Doc. A/HRC/RES/49/22 (2022), para. 1 (9), para. 2 (h).
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1993, about 20 unidentified abductees from South Korea had
worked as spy instructors at the “Center to Revolutionize South
Korea” located in Yongseong District in Pyongyang. This center,
which is under the direct control of the Operations Division in
Building No. 3 of the Central Party, which is responsible for
training espionage agents to infiltrate the South, replicates parts of
South Korea, and is designed to teach and train graduates of the
Kim Jong Il Political Military College (renamed in 1992) on how
to adjust to life in South Korea. In addition, North Korea has
made some South Korean abductees work in anti-South Korea
operations. According to the testimony of a former
abductee/fisherman who defected and returned to South Korea in
June 2006, some of his colleagues were engaged in anti-South
Korea operations after undergoing a period of special training.
The testifier himself admitted to having received espionage
training. 144>

However, it is presumed that other abductees who were of no
useful value to North Korean authorities have been detained in
political prison camps (kwanliso) for a certain period of time.
Amnesty International stated in its special report “New
Information on Political Prisoners in North Korea” published in
1994 that some of the detainees in political prison camps

(kwanliso) are South Korean abductees. The special report

1445_North Korean defector OOQO, 7 January 2004, interviewed in Seoul.

4. Separated Families and Special Separated Families | 713

<
)
=
=)
=
m
1]
c
®
0]




specifies the names of abductees who are presumed to have been
detained in the now-defunct political prison camp (kwanliso) at
Seungho-ri until 1990. Moreover, in January 1999, the National
Intelligence Service of South Korea reported that 22 South
Korean abductees, including Jae-hwan Lee, are detained in

political prison camps (kwanliso).

C. Korean War POWs

(1) Current Status

The term “Korean War POWs” refers to those members of the
South Korean Armed Forces detained in enemy countries who are
unable to return to South Korea. At the time of the Korean War
Armistice, the UN Command estimated that approximately
82,000 members of the South Korean Armed Forces were
missing. However, only 8,343 Korean War POWs were
repatriated during three rounds of prisoner exchanges held
between April 1953 and January 1954. Accordingly, it is
estimated that many Korean War POWs remain detained in North

Korea.1446

Starting with the late Lieutenant Chang-ho Cho who returned to
South Korea in 1994, other Korean War POWs have continued to

1446_Ministry of National Defense, 2072 Defense White Paper (Seoul: Ministry of
National Defense, 2012), p. 110.
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return to South Korea. As of September 2023, a total of 80 Korean
War POWs have returned to South Korea, and there are about 430
family members of Korean War POWs who are still alive. An
absolute majority of former Korean War POWs who have
returned to South Korea are from North Hamgyeong Province.
This is because most of the Korean War POWs had been assigned
to work at coal mines in the region. No Korean War POWSs have
returned since 2011 due to the aging Korean War POWs and the
strengthened border patrols and surveillance under the Kim Jong

Un regime. 447

Status of Returning Korean War POWs by Year

(Unit: Persons)

Year Returning  Cumulative Year Returning  Cumulative
POWs Total POWs Total

1994 1 1 2005 1 59
1997 1 2 2006 7 66
1998 4 6 2007 4 70
1999 2 8 2008 6 76
2000 9 17 2009 3 79
2001 6 23 2010 1 80
2002 6 29 2011-2023 - 80
2003 5 34 Total 80
2004 14 48

Source: Ministry of National Defense (as of 30 September 2023).

1447_Ministry of National Defense, 2022 Defense White Paper (Seoul: Ministry of
National Defense, 2022), p. 101.
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Korea Institute for National Unification

Detention Sites for POWs in North Korea (Including the
Deceased)

North South North South North  South

Hamgyeong Hamgyeong Pyeongan Pyeongan Yanggang Jaggng Hwanghae Hwanghae
. : . .~ Province Province ) h
Province Province Province Province Province Province

Gangwon
Province

Province/

[ Total

Number of

60 9 0 3 4 1 1 1 1 80
Persons

Percentage

%) 750 1126 00 375 50 125 125 125 125 100

Source: Arms Control and Non-Proliferation Policy Division, Ministry of National Defense (as of 30
September 2023).

(2) Human Rights Issues
(A) Infringement on the Right to Family Unification

As is the case for separated families and abductees, Korean War
POWs suffer from human rights violations related to family
unification, letter exchanges and family reunions. The UN
Command had repeatedly requested North Korea, through the
United Nations Command Military Armistice Commission, to
solve the issue of non-repatriated Korean War POWs, starting
from immediately after the mutual exchanges of Korean War
POWs took place in accordance with the Armistice Agreement
until the 1960s. However, North Korea has maintained its position
that they have returned all Korean War POWs to the Neutral
Nations Supervisory Commission and that there is not a single

Korean War POW forcibly detained in North Korea.'448

1448_Ministry of National Defense, 2072 Defense White Paper, p. 110.
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The reunion of Korean War POWs and their families must be
promptly carried out for humanitarian reasons and the realization
of the right to family unification. With the death of four returned
Korean War POWs in 2020, five in 2021, one in 2022, and two in
2023, only 12 of the 80 Korean War POWs who returned to South
Korea remain alive.'#4? All of the surviving Korean War POWs
are 89 years old or older, and 11 of the remaining 12 are 90 years
old or older. To date, 56 Korean War POWs have been identified
through reunion events for separated families, and 18 of them

have met with their families.'450

Age of Surviving Korean War POWs

Age (years)/ g4 9 91 92 93 9% 9%  Total
Category

No. of Persons 1 2 2 2 3 1 1 12
Percentage (%) 8.3 167 167 167 25 8.3 8.3 100

Source: Arms Control and Non-Proliferation Policy Division, Ministry of National Defense (as of 30
September 2023).
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1449_“Korean War POW who escaped from North Korea after 58 years dies at age
88,” Chosun llbo, 11 December 2020; “[Obituary] Korean War POW Jae-weok
Heo passes away,” Chosun //bo, 4 November 2021; “Kyu-il Lee, a Korean War
POW defected from North Korea dies,” Chosun /ibo, 13 August 2022; “Jae-bok
Han, a Korean War POW who sued Kim Jong Un passes away-*Now 13
surviving Korean War POWs in South Korea,” Yonhap News Agency, 8 February
2023; “Korean War POW who defected from North Korea after working at a
coal mine for 47 years passes away---Now 12 surviving Korean War POWs in
South Korea,” Yonhap News Agency, 27 July 2023.

1450_Ministry of National Defense, 2020 Defense White Paper, p. 253.
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Age of Korean War POWs at the Time of Death

Age (years)/ 70 or 86 or

VAR5 76-80 81-85 Total
Category younger above
No. of Persons 1 4 " 23 29 68
Percentage (%) 1.5 5.9 16.2 33.8 426 100

Source: Arms Control and Non-Proliferation Policy Division, Ministry of National Defense (as of 30
September 2023).

(B) Forced Detainment

The Geneva Convention Relative to the Treatment of Prisoners
of War of 12 August 1949 (hereinafter Geneva Convention (II1))
stipulates that prisoners of war must be released or returned without
delay after the cessation of hostilities (Article 118).1431 North
Korea joined the Geneva Convention (III) on 27 August 1957. Its
denial of the existence of Korean War POWs and refusal to
repatriate them constitute a violation of Article 118 of the Geneva
Convention (III), which stipulates the release and repatriation of
prisoners of war. Even under customary international law, prompt
release and repatriation of prisoners of war are regarded as duties of
all states.'#52 This was already an established norm under

customary international law at that time.'4°3

1451_ICRC, “Geneva Convention Relating to the Treatment of the Prisoners of War,”
(12 August 1949).

1452_ICRC, Customary International Humanitarian Law (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2005), p. 451, requoted in Buhm-suk Baek, “Enforced
Disappearances by North Korea and the Crime against Humanity,” in Abaluction
and Enforced Disappearances by North Korea, eds., Center for North Korean
Human Rights Research, p. 63.

1453_UN Doc. A/HRC/25/CRP.1 (2014), para. 1143, footnote 1626.
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(C) Forced Labor

According to the testimonies of North Korean defectors and
returned Korean War POWs, many POWs were either forced to
join the KPA during the Korean War or assigned to coal mines,
enterprises and rural areas to participate in post-war rehabilitation
projects between 1954 and 1956 after the Armistice Agreement
had been signed. According to a U.S. Department of Defense
document declassified on 12 April 2007 titled “The Transfer of
U.S. Korean War POWs to the Soviet Union,”'454 thousands of
Korean War POWs were transferred to Okhotsk and other Soviet
Far Eastern ports between November 1951 and April 1952 and
then detained at the Kholima detention center near Yakutsk.'4>>
The number of POWs transferred to the Chukchi Sea region was
at least 12,000. The report also mentioned that the death toll was
high due to the difficult road and airfield construction work to
which they were assigned. With regard to this issue, the South
Korean Ministry of National Defense announced on 18 December
2007 that it was unable to confirm or discover any evidence
concerning the transfer of Korean War POWs into the Russian Far

Eastern Provinces, even though it had visited Russian military

1454_This report was written by the U.S. and Russia on 26 August 1993, as a part of
the investigative activities of the “Joint U.S.-Russian Committee for POWs and
MIAs,” which was formed after the Cold War to confirm the status of Korean
War U.S. POWs in Russia and the return of their remains.

1455_ Yonhap New Agency, 13 April 2007.
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research institutes and conducted extensive interviews with the
Pentagon personnel who wrote the report; the son of former
Soviet Union general officer Seong-ho Kang, who claimed that
the Korean War POWs were transferred to the Soviet Union;
around 10 Korean Russian veterans, who had participated in the
Korean War; former Korean War POWs who have returned to
South Korea; and over 100 North Korean defectors living in

Russia.

Most Korean War POWs were deployed to coal mines in North
and South Hamgyeong Provinces because North Korea was in
great need of manpower in their coal mines at the time, and
ordinary North Koreans were reluctant to work there. It was also
easy to control and conduct surveillance on those living in coal
mine communities.'4%¢ According to a series of research studies
conducted by KINU, many Korean War POWs were assigned to
work and live at coal mines, including Sanghwa Coal Mine in
Onsong County, North Hamgyeong Province (Hwa-sik Ahn,
Kwang-yoon Woo, OO Jang, Seung-ro Hong, In-kong Park,
Sang-jin Kim, Sang-won Shin, OO Choi, Sam-sik Ok, Myong-jo
Bae, Bu-jae Baek, Won-mo Chung and Bok-man Lee), Musan
Coal Mine (Gap-do Lee, Young-ho Kang and Hee-keun Lee), and
Hakpo Coal Mine in Sechon County, Hoeryong (Yong-yeon Jang,
Tae-in Ryu, OO Oh, Jeung-ho Lee and Soo-hwan Jeong). The

1456_ Chosun llbo, 30 April 2013.
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Korean War POWs assigned to work as miners had to work
12-hour shifts. It is estimated that the number of Korean War
POWs assigned to coal mines in North Hamgyeong Province had

reached 1,100-1,200 at a certain point in time.

It appears that immediately after the Korean War, Korean War
POWSs had been detained at No. 25 Kwanliso in Chongjin. This
Kwanliso had been used as a POW camp after the Korean War and
was later transformed into a political prison camp (kwanliso).14>7
In June 1956, Korean War POWs were released from the political
prison camp (kwanliso) after receiving People’s Registration
Cards, but most of them were assigned to coal mines located
within the political prison camp (kwanliso) where they had been

previously detained.

In October 2016, the two Korean War POWs (OO Han, aged
86 and OO Roh, aged 91) who had defected from North Korea in
2001 filed a damages suit against North Korea and Kim Jong Un
for the forced labor they endured for 47 years. The two won the
lawsuit on 7 July 2020."438 In addition, in September 2022, five
Korean War POWs filed a damages suit against North Korea. One
of the plaintiffs claimed that he had worked for 51 years at the
Aoji Coal Mine located in Gyeongwon County, North

Hamgyeong Province, and another claimed that he had been

1457_North Korean defector OOQO, 27 September 2012, interviewed in Seoul.

1458_Seoul Central District Court Decision 2016Gadan5235506 decided July 7,
2020.
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detained for 40 years for attempting to defect from North Korea
eight times. On 8 May 2023, the court ruled in favor of the three
plaintiffs, 452 ordering North Korea to pay each of the plaintiffs

50 million won in damages. 460

Forced labor imposed on Korean War POWSs constitutes
violations of both international humanitarian law and
international human rights law. First of all, it violates Articles 13,
51 and 52 of the Geneva Convention (III), which stipulates that
prisoners of war must at all times be humanely treated (Article 13)
and that they must be granted suitable working conditions (Article
51). Moreover, the Geneva Convention (I1I) prohibits labor that is
dangerous or harmful to the health of a prisoner of war (Article
52). Forced labor by Korean War POWs also violates Article 8,
paragraph 3 of the ICCPR, which stipulates the prohibition
against forced labor, and Article 10, paragraph 1 of the ICCPR,
which stipulates humane treatment to everyone deprived of

liberty.

1459_Of the five Korean War POWs who filed the lawsuit, three passed away during
the litigation process. While the families of two of the three deceased Korean
War POWs withdrew the lawsuit, the family of the third deceased POW
inherited the case from the deceased. Consequently, the court’s ruling was
directed at three plaintiffs.

1460_Seoul Central District Court Decision 2020Gadan5229294 decided May 8,
2023.
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Provisions on Forced Labor in the Geneva Convention (lI)

Prisoners of war must at all times be humanely treated. Any unlawful
act or commission by the Detaining Power causing death or seriously

Article 13 endangering the health of a prisoner of war in their custody is
prohibited and will be regarded as a serious breach of the present
Convention. (The rest is omitted)

Prisoners of war must be granted suitable working conditions,
regarding accommodation, food, clothing and equipment. These

Article 51 o . ) . .
conditions shall not be inferior to those enjoyed by nationals of the
Detaining Power employed in similar work. (The rest is omitted)
Article 52 Unless it is voluntary, no prisoner of war may be employed on labor

unhealthy or dangerous in nature. (The rest is omitted)

(D) Social Discrimination against Korean War POWs
and Their Families

Korean War POWs and their families face social discrimination
in North Korea. Cases have been reported in which Korean War
POWs and their families were restricted in their choice of place of
residence and jobs, and children of Korean War POWs were
discriminated against in Party membership, college admissions
and choosing a career.'6" In recent surveys, testimonies of
Korean War POWs and their families are rarely collected. As a
result, it has not been confirmed whether the long-standing

discrimination against Korean War POWs and their families has
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been resolved. Social discrimination against Korean War POWs
and their families or relatives may constitute violations of both the
ICCPR (Article 2, paragraph 1) and the ICESCR (Article 2,

paragraph 2), which prohibit discrimination of any kind.

1461_NKHR2015000095 2015-05-12.
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Cases of Discrimination against Korean War POWs and
Their Families

Testimonies Testifier ID
The testifier's uncle faced dl.s.crl,mlnatlon in job assignments NKHR2014000093
on the grounds that the testifier's grandfather was a Korean 2014-07-15
War POW from South Korea.
The testifier's nephew/niece was acgepted into the No. 5 NKHR2014000168
Department of the Central Party, but this was canceled on the 2014-10-07
grounds that his/her grandfather was an exchanged POW.
The testifier’s family background (¢odae) was considered very
bad becau§e his/her grandfathelr W‘as'a Koregn l\/\(ar POW. NKHR2016000099
Other family members faced discrimination in joining the 2016-06-14

Party, being selected as an official, and getting promotions at
work.

(3) Treatment and Support for Returned Korean War
POWs

Based on the Act on Repatriation and Treatment of the
Republic of Korea Armed Forces Prisoners of War (hereinafter
the South Korean POW Repatriation Act), the South Korean
government provides all returned Korean War POWs with
pensions, settlement grants, housing assistance and remunerations
calculated based on the length of their stay in captivity, starting
from the date they were taken prisoner and ending with the date
they retired from duty after returning to South Korea. If a POW
died in North Korea, special grants would be provided for the
POW?’s spouse or children who defect from the North and enter
South Korea. These special grants are provided in addition to the
settlement assistance provided to North Korean defectors upon

their entry into South Korea.
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The Ministry of National Defense revised the South Korean
POW Repatriation Act on 31 December 2008 and inserted a new
provision that establishes the legal grounds for the provision of
“social adjustment education” for returning Korean War POWs
(Article 6-2). Since late 2008, the Ministry of National Defense has
conducted special reorientation programs for returning POWs, so
they can quickly adjust to life in South Korea. Returned Korean
War POWs also receive professional education and psychiatric
assistance offered by civilian organizations to gain the necessary
skills and knowledge for their new lives.'4%2 The South Korean
POW Repatriation Act was revised on 22 March 2013 to improve
the level of assistance and support for Korean War POWs and their
families. As a result, provisions on the protection of Korean War
POWs and families of Korean War POWs born in the place of
detention (Article 5-2), support for employment of family members
of Korean War POWs born in the place of detention (Article 15-2),
support for admission to ancient palaces, etc. (Article 15-3), and
respectful treatment for Korean War POWs (Article 15-4) were
newly added. Furthermore, the Act was amended on 27 March 2015
to introduce a new provision for financial assistance for the return
of the remains of Korean War POWs (Article 15-2) to provide
support for the expenses incurred when repatriating the remains of

Korean War POWSs who died at the detention site. 463

1462_Ministry of National Defense, 2072 Defense White Paper, p. 112.
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Korea Institute for National Unification

Residence of Returning Korean War POWs (Including
the Deceased)

Region/ Seoul Incheon Gyeonggi Gangwon Daejeon e Clid v B~ Daegu i
Category cheong cheong sang
No. of 1 20 5 2 0 1 4 6

Persons
Per"(‘;:‘)tage 2765 13 250 63 25 00 13 50 75
Region/ Busan Ulsan 6y Gwangju S. Jeolla N. Jeolla  Jeju Total
Category —-sang
No. of 2 6 1 3 2 0 80
Persons
Perc(ﬁ/:)tage 63 25 75 13 38 25 00 100

Source: Arms Control and Non-Proliferation Policy Division, Ministry of National Defense (as of 30
September 2023).

Residence of Surviving Korean War POWs

Region/ ! .S, Chung- N. Chung - N. Gyeong-
e Seoul Incheon Gyeonggi Gangwon Dagjeon deai) Aers Da s
No. of 0 5 1 0 0 0 1 0

Persons
Perc(f/”)tage 47 00 417 83 00 00 00 83 00
0,
geglon/ Busan Ulsan o v Gwangju S. Jeolla N. Jeolla  Jeju Total
ategory Sang
o of 0 0 0 0 0 0 12
Persons
Perc(f/”)tage 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 100
0,

Source: Arms Control and Non-Proliferation Policy Division, Ministry of National Defense (as of 30
September 2023).

1463_The establishment of the provision for financial assistance for the return of the
remains of Korean War POWs in the South Korean POW Repatriation Act in
2015 resulted in the rearrangement of the provisions that were added in
2013. Accordingly, Article 15-2 was renumbered to Article 15-3, Article 15-3
was renumbered to Article 15-4, and Article 15-4 was renumbered to Article
15-5.
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D. Evaluation

Separated families, abductees, detainees, and Korean War
POWs are humanitarian issues to which international
humanitarian law applies and, at the same time, they have the
characteristics of human rights issues to which international
human rights law applies. As for separated families, their family
rights are being infringed upon in violation of international
humanitarian laws (Article 27 of the Geneva Convention (I1V)).
The six South Korean nationals currently detained in North Korea
have experienced serious violations of their rights to a fair trial
and consular access. North Korea has failed to observe its
obligations under various international agreements, such as the
ICCPR, which stipulates the right to legal assistance during the
trial process and the right to appeal, and the Vienna Convention
on Consular Relations, which guarantees the right to consular
access and to guarantee the said rights of its people. North Korea
should first guarantee consular access for the South Korean
nationals detained in North Korea so that their status can be
verified and uphold the rights of these detainees protected by the

international community to ensure they receive a fair trial.

Moreover, the right to family unification is being violated in
terms of separated families, abductees, detainees, and Korean
War POWs, i.e., the right of a family not to be subjected to
arbitrary or unlawful interference (Article 17 of the ICCPR) and
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the right to form a family and be protected by society and the state
(Article 23 of the ICCPR). In order to realize the right to family
unification for these people, the accurate status of these people
must be fully confirmed, family reunions must be regularly held,
and the scale of family reunions must be expanded. During the
third cycle of the UPR in 2019, South Korea urged North Korea to
implement the commitment it has made at several inter-Korean
summits to resolve the issue of separated families,'464 and North
Korea stated in response that it would accept such a request.'463
Indeed, special separated families, such as Korean War POWs
and post-war abductees were able to meet during the 15 August
2018 National Liberation Day family reunion. However, from
2019 to September 2023, no progress was made in matters of

exchanges between separated families.

The war-time abduction and detention of civilians by North
Korea constitute violations of Articles 49 and 79 of the Geneva
Convention (IV), which prohibit forced transfer and detention of
civilians. Moreover, North Korea’s denial of the existence of
Korean War POWSs and its refusal to repatriate them violate
Article 118 of the Geneva Convention (III), which stipulates the
release and repatriation of prisoners of war. Furthermore, forced

labor imposed on Korean War POWs violates the right to humane

1464_UN Doc. A/HRC/42/10 (2019), para. 126.149.
1465_UN Doc. A/HRC/42/10/Add.1 (2019), para. 9 (a).
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treatment (Article 13), the right to appropriate work conditions
(Article 51), and the right not to be used for labor that is harmful
to health or dangerous (Article 52) specified in the Geneva
Convention (III), as well as the right not to be forced into labor
(Article 8) and the right to receive humane treatment when
deprived of liberty (Article 10) provided for in the ICCPR. In
addition, social discrimination against families of those who have
fled to South Korea and Korean War POWs and their families
may constitute violations of Article 2 of the ICESCR and Article 2
of the ICCPR, which stipulate that discrimination must be
prohibited. Meanwhile, it has been found that there are a
substantial number of victims of enforced disappearances among
those who had been abducted to North Korea. In its 2019 UPR,
North Korea promptly rejected the recommendations related to

abductees, Korean War POWs, and enforced disappearances.'466

In order to make progress in resolving the issues of separated
families, abductees, detainees, and Korean War POWs, such issues
must be addressed separately from the political situation between the
South and the North. North Korea should positively review the
recommendations made by the international community, and
actively engage in dialogues and negotiations with the South Korean

government so that the issues raised can be fundamentally resolved.

1466_UN Doc. A/HRC/42/10 (2019), para. 127, para. 127.30, para. 127.31, paras.
127.51-127.53.
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Disasters

North Korean authorities regard disasters as major obstacles to
the country’s development. Since Kim Jong Un came to power,
North Korea has promoted science and technological
development, particularly the advancement of technology related
to weather observation and prediction, to emphasize efforts to
mitigate damage from natural disasters.'467 As such, North Korea
has made the effort to develop its disaster response management
capabilities.

In this regard, North Korea adopted the Law on Disaster
Prevention, Rescue and Recovery (hereinafter the Disaster
Prevention Law) on 27 June 2014. Prior to the Law’s enactment,
the authority and responsibilities related to disaster response and
management were scattered between different institutions. The
Disaster Prevention Law is the framework legislation for disasters

that reflects the four phases of disaster management that are

1467_“A proud achievement in realizing scientific weather forecasting,” Aodong
Sinmun, 23 May 2016.
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widely accepted within the international community and that
comprehensively outlines the relevant rights and obligations.'468
Despite the enactment of this framework law, North Korea’s
disaster management system operates on the understanding that
the residents themselves should make the effort to minimize
possible damage under the principle of self-reliance, and there is a
focus on educating people about countermeasures to be taken in

the event of disaster rather than on crisis/disaster prevention.'469

In response to the demand for appropriate and effective
response measures to address the urgent national crisis that arose
from the outbreak of COVID-19, North Korea amended and
supplemented the Disaster Prevention Law twice in April and
November 2020 to institutionalize these measures. The Disaster
Prevention Law stipulates in detail the organization and role of
the National Non-Permanent Disaster Prevention Measures
Committee as the control tower for disaster prevention and
management and clarifies responses to emergencies, disasters,
and crises. North Korea also amended and supplemented the Law
on Prevention of Epidemics in August 2020 to respond to
COVID-19, which created an unprecedented infectious disease

crisis, and separated the provisions for emergency quarantine

1468_Yongwoo Na et al., Necessity and Progress Directions for Establishment of the
South-North Korean Disaster Co-Management System (Seoul: KINU, 2021),
pp. 104-106.

1469_/bid., p. 111.
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from the Law to enact the Emergency Quarantine Law. The
Emergency Quarantine Law has been amended and supplemented
several times to stipulate in more detail the establishment of the
maximum emergency quarantine system and legal responsibilities
for violations of emergency quarantine regulations. In particular,
the Law contains a separate provision for the legal responsibilities
for violations of emergency quarantine regulations and 13
criminal punishment provisions. The maximum statutory
punishment applicable to North Korean people who seriously
violate emergency quarantine measures is the death penalty

(Articles 69, 72 and 73).

In October 2022, North Korea adopted the Crisis Response
Law to establish a unified command system for prompt responses
to emergencies, crises, and national disasters caused by
epidemics, health-related issues, and natural disasters and to build
a material and technological foundation for its crisis response. In
summary, North Korea has introduced systematic and
institutionalized response measures for various disasters and

crises.
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LBy North Korean Laws on Disasters

Category

Relevant Laws

Adoption/Latest
Amendment

Laws

Emergency Crisis
Response

Disaster Prevention

Epidemic Response

Weather

Air Pollution

Radioactive Materials

Forests

Water Resources

Rivers

Oceans

Nature Conservation

Earthquakes and
Volcanic Activities

6 October 2022*

27 June 2014/26
November 2020

5 November 1997/22
August 2020

22 August 2020/
15 November 2022*

9 November 2005

12 July 2018/4 August
2023*

11 July 2012/26 July 2020

29 August 2011

11 December 1992/
24 August 2021

18 June 1997/8 October
2020

27 November 2002/24 July
2013

22 October 1997/4 August
2023*

25 November 2009/24 July
2013

29 April 1977/16 June
1999

9 April 1986/30 April 2021

29 August 2011/
15 November 2022*

Crisis Response Law

Law on Disaster
Prevention, Rescue and
Recovery

Law on Prevention of
Epidemics

Emergency Quarantine
Law

Weather Law

Weather and Floodgate
Law

Air Pollution Prevention
Law

Radioactive Contamination
Prevention Law

Forest Law

Water Resources Law

River Law

Marine Pollution
Prevention Law

Law on Nature Protection
Area

Land Law

Environmental Protection
Law

Law on Prevention of
Earthquake and Volcano
Disasters and Rescue
Operations

*Adoption and amendment confirmed through media reports (original text not reviewed).
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Since Kim Jong Un took office, North Korea has acknowledged
its insufficient disaster response capabilities and has sought
support and cooperation from the international community. In this
context, North Korea specifically mentioned in the National
Strategy for Disaster Risk Reduction 2019-2030 submitted to the
UN in 2019'470 and its 2021 VNR Report that frequent natural
disasters are the key obstacles to North Korea’s implementation

of SDGs. 1471

North Korea’s lack of response capabilities for disasters is a
problem that cannot be easily solved in the short term due to a
lack of technical, financial and professional resources. Due to the
limited availability of resources for its disaster response, North
Korea focuses primarily on glorifying the image of the Supreme
Leader (Suryeong) as a benevolent leader to prevent social unrest.
In addition, it uses the military and forcibly mobilizes residents

for damage recovery.

In this chapter, major issues related to human rights violations

in North Korea during disasters are discussed.

1470_DPRK, National Strategy for Disaster Risk Reduction 2019-2030(2019), pp. 1-36.

1471_DPRK, “Democratic People’s Republic of Korea Voluntary National Review on
the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda,” p. 6, p. 13, p. 15.
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A. North Korea's Poor Disaster Management
Capabilities

Despite the emphasis on the necessity and importance of
crisis/disaster response, North Korean authorities lack the
sufficient capacity to manage and respond to disasters. The level
of North Korea’s disaster management capabilities can be verified

to some extent using recently published international studies.

Indicators for North Korea's Crisis Management for 2023

Hazard & Exposure Vulnerability Lack of Coping Capacity
15 B 5}
3.1 3.9 6.4
0o” 10 0" 10 o’ 10

Rank Rank Rank
81 84 34
Rank Rank Rank

2022 71 50 38
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Source: Reconstructed based on INFORM, “INFORM RISK COUNTRY PROFILE 2023 SCORES: North
Korea,” ¢https:// drmke.jrc.ec.europa.eu/inform-index/INFORM-Risk/Country-Risk-Profile)
(Accessed 11 August 2023); INFORM, “INFORM RISK COUNTRY PROFILE 2022 SCORES:
North Korea,” ¢https://web. jrc.ec.europa.eu/dashboard/INFORMRISK/?no-header=18&v~
vISO3=AFG&no-scroll=1) (Accessed 6 September 2022).

According to the 2023 survey by the Index for Risk

Management (hereinafter INFORM), which aims to provide
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objective indicators for the assessment of the risk of humanitarian
crises and disasters in countries worldwide, North Korea is at
medium risk for humanitarian crises and disasters.'4’2 While
North Korea was ranked 65th out of the 191 countries surveyed in
terms of overall crisis/disaster risk, it scored 6.4 points for its
“Lack of Coping Capacity,” ranking in the bottom 34th in terms
of the lack of crisis/disaster response capabilities.'4”3 North
Korea’s overall crisis/disaster management capacity has
improved compared to the previous year, with some improvement
in terms of its “Hazard & Exposure” and “Vulnerability.”
However, it is worth noting that the country’s crisis/disaster
coping capacity has weakened. This suggests that, even with
fewer natural and social disasters and a reduction in
socioeconomic vulnerability, North Korea’s resilience to crises
and disasters will not improve if the national-level institutional

crisis/disaster management and infrastructure do not function

properly.

1472_INFORM, “INFORM COUNTRY RISK PROFILE 2023 SCORES: North Korea,”
<https://drmkc.jrc.ec.europa.eu/inform-index/INFORM-Risk/Country-Risk-Profile>
(Accessed 11 August 2022).

1473_The maximum score for the scale is 10, with higher scores indicating a lower
management capacity. INFORM, “KOREA DPR, Eastern Asia, INFORM Country
Risk Profile, Version 2017, <https://drmkc. jrc.ec.europa.eu/inform-index)
(Accessed 11 August 2022), requoted in Ye Joon Rim & Kyu-chang Lee, /mproving
Disaster Cooperation for North Korea (Seoul: KINU, 2017), p. 62; INFORM,
“INFORM RISK COUNTRY PROFILE 2023 SCORES: North Korea,” <https:// drmkc.
jrc.ec.europa.eu/inform-index/INFORM-Risk/Country-Risk-Profile>  (Accessed
11 August 2022).
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People Affected by Crises in 2022

Key for Severity score T E— & Number of people in need
a
count ° I Type of crisis
Y & XX people in need I
summaries © Conflict
@ Displacement
| @ Natural hazard

A® 000

O Crisis duration
@ Protracted
® Recurrent
[—————<lI 2%
Us$m :
| — — Climate vulnerability score
Country response plan requirements (Us$) | US$™ & E®) 5~ Vo hioh

and proportion covered (shaded %) L 1= Very low

@ Funding has exceeded

Regional response requirements (US$) d
100% of requirements

and proportion covered (shaded %)

DPR Korea
: 10.4m people in need

A

F®

Source: Reconstructed based on Development Initiatives, Global Humanitarian Assistance 2022
(Bristol: Development Initiatives, 2022), <https://devinit.org/documents/1193/GHA2022
_Digital_v8_DknWCsU.pdf) (Accessed 11 August 2023), p. 22.

The Global Humanitarian Assistance Report 2022 published
annually by Development Initiatives stated that the severity of the
crisis in North Korea is high, and there are over 10 million people
in North Korea who are facing a humanitarian crisis.'474

While assessment of the level of crisis/disaster in North Korea
varies somewhat depending on the institution that conducts the
evaluation, it remains true that North Korean people have

consistently faced wvarious threats, depriving them of the

1474_Development Initiatives, Global Humanitarian Assistance Report 2022 (Bristol:
Development Initiatives, 2022), p. 22, <https://devinit.org/documents/1193/
GHA2022_Digital_v8_DknWCsU.pdf)> (Accessed 11 August 2023).
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Korea Institute for National Unification

opportunity to enjoy a safe life.

In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated that a
country’s ability to respond to a public health crisis, such as the
spread of an infectious disease, is also an important factor in
protecting its citizens. North Korea’s response and management
capabilities for health security threats are also considered to be

ineffective.

2021 Global Health Security Index Scores for North Korea

North Korea 16155 193/195

Score

C e\ m m
i S
PREVENT DETECT RESPOND HEALTH NORMS RISK
100

I 32.6 36.6 s58

| - 478
1167 376
28.4 ° 323 36 7 315

o e

Global average of all 195 countries

Source: NTI, GHS Index 2021, p. 245 (https://www.ghsindex.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/
12/2021_GHSindexFullReport_Final.pdf) (Accessed 6 September 2022).

According to the 2021 Global Health Security (GHS) Index
released by the Nuclear Threat Initiative (hereinafter NTI) in
December 2021, the overall 2021 GHS Index score for North
Korea was 16.1 out of 100, which ranked the country 193rd out of

195 countries.'#”5 Although the ranking remained unchanged

1475_Because the GHS Index is released every 2-3 years, the most recently published
data (2021) was used. NTI, GHS Index 20217, p. 245. <https://www.ghsindex.
org/wp-content/uploads/ 2021/12/2021_GHSindexFullReport_Final.pdf)>
(Accessed 6 September 2022).
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compared to 2019, the score decreased from 17.5 in 2019.'476 In
terms of individual categories, North Korea scored worse in 2021
compared to 2019 for four categories: Prevention, Detection &
Reporting, Emergency Response, and the Health System.
However, North Korea has shown some improvement in terms of
Compliance with International Norms and the Risk Environment.
Nevertheless, North Korea’s overall GHS Index score has
declined between 2019 and 2021, and it continues to remain well

below the global average.

B. Infringement of the Right to Work and the Right
to Food Due to Disasters

During a disaster, North Korean authorities provide certain
relief measures for those affected but, due to the lack of necessary
resources, North Korea’s disaster resilience is too low to ensure a
prompt and adequate response and the introduction of effective

recovery measures.

In its 2021 VNR report, North Korea stated that the number of
deaths and missing persons attributed to disasters is 0.47 per
100,000 people and highlighted that it has been implementing the
2019-2030 National Disaster Risk Reduction Strategy.'47”

1476_lbid.

1477_DPRK, “Democratic People’s Republic of Korea Voluntary National Review on
the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for the Sustainable Development,”
p. 40.
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Korea Institute for National Unification

Number of Deaths and Missing Persons Attributed to
Disasters per 100,000 People

25

2
15
1
2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020
Year

per 100,000 population

Source: DPRK, “Democratic People’s Republic of Korea Voluntary National Review on the
Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for the Sustainable Development™ p. 40.

However, due to North Korea’s low disaster resilience and
difficult food situation, it is difficult for North Korean people to

lead a healthy and safe life and exercise their basic rights in the

event of a disaster.

It appears that in the event of a disaster, North Korean
authorities provide some relief measures, such as housing or relief
goods, for affected residents but, at the same time, they place
non-coercive and coercive pressure on people to contribute to the

authorities’ efforts to provide labor or goods for damage recovery.

Conflicting testimonies have been collected regarding
government-led relief measures. Some testifiers have reported
that the authorities provide relief goods, including food, in the
event of a natural disaster (e.g., flooding), but some testifiers have
claimed that the state or the Party does not provide any notable

relief measures for natural disasters. Taking these testimonies into
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consideration, it seems that government-led relief measures are
implemented differently depending on the type and/or location of
the disaster. It appears that, while the authorities are able to
employ various relief measures for region-specific disasters such
as flooding that require urgent intervention, they find it difficult to
implement effective measures (e.g. food support) for climate
events such as drought because their impact extends across the
entire country. This issue is examined in detail here based on

defector testimonies.

First, it appears that North Korean authorities fail to take any
measures when a severe drought occurs, and thus North Korean

residents inevitably have to overcome difficulties on their own.

A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that the
crop harvest was not good due to drought in 2018, but he/she did
not receive any state support.’47® Another North Korean defector
who defected in 2019 also testified that, although droughts occur
frequently, there is no support provided by the authorities, and
North Korean children have classes in the morning and go to fetch
water for farming in the afternoon. The testifier also said that
when the crop production was very low in 2017 due to an
extended period of high temperatures that lasted for about 40

days, there was no support from the state.'4’? A North Korean

1478_NKHR2019000055 2019-07-29.
1479_NKHR2020000040 2020-10-31.
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defector who defected in 2023 testified that, in the event of a
drought, all members of the Women’s Union were mobilized to
supply water to farms and do farm work in the morning and

evening, but there was no support from the state. 480

On the other hand, it has been reported that North Korean
authorities provide some relief measures in the event of flooding,
such as providing housing, food, and daily necessities. A North
Korean defector who defected in 2021 said that he/she was told
that, when severe flooding hit Eunpa County and Geumcheon
County, North Hwanghae Province, in July 2020, causing villages
to be submerged, Kim Jong Un deployed construction units and
provided food to the affected regions.'#8" A North Korean
defector who defected in 2019 reported that, when Chongjin was
hit hard by floods in 2017-2018, the authorities provided
intensive support. According to the testifier, the KPA was
deployed to construct buildings, all residents were mobilized for
damage recovery, and various institutions and enterprises took
responsibility for supplying food for those who were mobilized

and for covering the construction costs.!482

A North Korean defector who defected in 2018 testified that the

state provided free housing when flooding occurred in Wonsan in

1480_NKHR2023000061 2023-07-29.
1481_NKHR2023000013 2023-06-01.
1482_NKHR2023000019 2023-08-02.
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2017,'483 and a North Korean defector who defected in 2017
testified that when severe flooding occurred in July 2012, he/she

received approximately Skg of noodles and rice from the state.'484

A North Korean defector who defected in 2020 testified that
he/she heard that when flooding occurred in Musan in 2016,
people from all over North Korea, particularly soldiers and
enterprise employees, came to Musan to help to build houses, and
each affected household was given 50kg of rice.'85 A North
Korean defector who defected in 2019 said he/she knows that
when flooding hit North Hamgyeong Province in 2016, the state
provided support to build houses, rationed food, and supplied

daily necessities. 486

A North Korean defector who defected in 2018 testified that
whenever flooding occurred, temporary relief measures, such as
15 days’ worth of food rations, were introduced upon request by
his/her People’s Unit (inminban) to the city and, when severe
flooding hit his/her hometown in 2017, he/she received free food

from the state. 1487

However, it appears that these measures by the authorities are

implemented only in a perfunctory manner. A North Korean

1483_NKHR2019000062 2019-07-29.
1484_NKHR2018000019 2018-04-09.
1485_NKHR2021000021 2021-10-17.
1486_NKHR2021000029 2021-11-23.
1487_NKHR2019000062 2019-07-29.
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defector who defected in 2019 said that, while the state provided
some supplies, such as food and used clothes, when his/her
neighborhood was flooded due to heavy rains, this assistance was
only for show and was provided only to some areas.'488 Another
North Korean defector who defected in 2019 recalled that, when
major flooding occurred in 2013, building frames for damaged
houses was the only measure taken by the authorities.'489
Another North Korean defector testified that there was a case in
which a family who lived in a house built by the authorities after a
flood in 2016 died due to smoke that was possibly caused by

improper construction. 490

A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 stated that, when
natural disasters such as floods occurred in North Korea,
individuals in charge of the affected regions, not the authorities,
provided support and conducted damage recovery to the best of
their abilities.'°! Another North Korean defector who defected in
2019 reported that he/she had never witnessed the North Korean
government attempting to resolve the problem when disasters
occurred; according to the testifier, enterprises in the affected
regions mobilized people to carry out recovery work, such as

building houses for the residents of disaster-stricken areas.'492

1488_NKHR2023000017 2023-07-31.
1489_NKHR2022000042-2 2023-07-31.
1490_NKHR2022000018-2 2023-08-01.
1491_NKHR2023000015 2023-07-27.
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LELICAEEEN Cases of Support for Disasters

Testimonies Testifier ID
The testifier received approximately 5kg of noodles and rice NKHR2018000019
when severe flooding occurred in July 2012. 2018-04-09
When fl_oodlng occu_rred in 2016, the author.ltles mobilized NKHR2018000099
the military to build houses for the residents of the
2018-10-01
flood-damaged areas.
The state provided free housing when flooding occurred in
Wonsan in 2017. Whenever flooding occurred, temporary
rehef measures, such as 15 days WOI'th.O'f fs)od ranonya werg NKHR2019000062
introduced upon request by the testifier's People’s Unit 2019-07-29
(inminbar) to the city. When severe flooding hit the
testifier's hometown in 2017, he/she received free food
from the state.
When flooding occurred in 2016, those living in the flood—hit
areas were given food by the state. Shock troops
(dolgyeogdae) and soldiers were mobilized to build 20-30  NKHR2019000057
apartment buildings for affected residents; they worked day 2019-07-29
and night and it took only two months to erect all of the
buildings.
When disasters occurred, the state did not provide any
solutions; instead, enterprises in the affected regions  NKHR2023000012
mobilized people to build houses for the residents of 2023-05-30
disaster—stricken areas.
When Chongjin was hit hard by Tlgods in 2017—2018, the NKHR2023000019
KPA was deployed to construct buildings and residents were
- 2023-08-02
mobilized for damage recovery.
The testifier was told that, when severe flooding hit Eunpa
County and Ggumcheon County, North Hwanghge Province, NKHR2023000013
in 2020, causing villages to be submerged, Kim Jong Un 2023-06-01

deployed construction units and provided food to the
affected regions.

In the event of a disaster, North Korean authorities mobilize

ordinary residents and the military for damage recovery. Cases

have also been reported in which the authorities semi-coercively

1492_NKHR2023000012 2023-05-30.
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demanded citizens to provide relief goods.

A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that the
basic policy of the North Korean authorities is to mobilize the
military for disaster recovery, while Party units and enterprises
are required to provide relief goods such as clothing. According to

the testifier, the food rations were not sufficient. 493

Another North Korean defector who defected in 2018 said that
when flooding occurred sometime in 2016-2017 in Chongjin and
Hoeryong, the state mobilized the KPA to build houses and
provided daily necessities for affected residents, and the testifier
remembers that people were told to provide some cash and items
such as clothes and plates as relief goods, so the testifier
him/herself provided some cash in 2017.'4%4 A North Korean
defector who defected in 2019 testified that, in the event of a
major disaster, his/her workplace, People’s Unit (inminban), and
school compelled him/her to offer a predetermined amount of
cash, which he/she was told would be used to support the

damaged areas.'495

1493_NKHR2021000002 2020-08-13.
1494_NKHR2021000011 2021-09-10.
1495_NKHR2023000020 2023-08-04.
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LRI Cases of the Collection of Relief Supplies for Disasters

Testimonies

Testifier ID

When flooding occurred in North Hamgyeong Province in
2016, Kim Jong Un used television broadcasts to call on all
people to provide relief supplies, and accordingly, people in
cities including Chongjin sent sacks of corn to flood-stricken
areas in North Hamgyeong Province.

When flooding occurred in Musan in 2017, people were
forced to provide support items, so the testifier offered
some clothes and blankets.

The testifier had never seen any action taken by the
authorities to restore flood-stricken areas. When flooding
occurred in Musan, individual regions, enterprises and
People’s Units (inminban) provided relief goods.

When flooding occurs, each People’s Unit (inminban)
instructs people to provide support. There is no coercion,
and people voluntarily offer clothes and certain items. The
testifier him/herself provided some clothes.

There were instances where the testifier's workplace,
People’s Unit (/nminban), and school compelled him/her to
offer a predetermined amount of cash, which he/she was
told would be used to support the damaged areas.

NKHR2019000057
2019-07-29

NKHR2018000105
2018-10-01

NKHR2018000104
2018-10-01

NKHR2020000047
2020-11-28

NKHR2023000020
2023-08-04

A North Korean defector who defected in 2018 said that people

are systematically mobilized to work in rural areas damaged by

droughts or flooding. The testifier said that, in particular, students

are frequently sent to drought-hit rural areas to help people fetch

water and are forced to participate in “weeding battles” during

weeding seasons.!'46 A North Korean defector who defected in

2019 said that, when he/she was a high school student, there were

times when he/she was told to participate in flood recovery efforts

and went to flood-hit regions after school to clear away rocks.'4%7

1496_NKHR2022000007 2022-05-25.
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A North Korean defector who defected in 2018 testified that,
when flooding occurs, North Korea’s policy priority is providing
housing and various supplies including furniture for the residents
of flood-stricken areas, and people are instructed by Party
organizations such as the Ministry of State Security and security
institutions to donate support items for flood victims. The testifier
said that he/she provided some cash so these organizations could

buy the supplies needed.!498

A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 said that,
whenever flooding occurred, the head of the People’s Unit
(inminban) the testifier was affiliated with called on the members to
provide support for flood-hit residents, and then the people
voluntarily offered support items, which were delivered to the
neighborhood (dong) office, together with a list of people who

provided items prepared by the People’s Unit (inminban) head.'4%°

While North Korea avoided disclosing the damage caused by
natural disasters in the past, it is now more active in sharing with
the international community the extent of damage in the search
for attention and support from other countries. Defector
testimonies have confirmed that North Korean residents are aware

of relief support provided by the international community, such as

1497_NKHR2023000008 2023-04-28.
1498_NKHR2021000005 2020-08-20.
1499_NKHR2021000017-2 2022-05-26.
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the UN. A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 said that
if a disaster occurs in North Korea, the authorities no longer hide
the fact and openly admit that they obtain support from the
UN.'300 Another North Korean defector who defected in 2019
testified that he/she had received food sent by the UN when

he/she experienced flooding. 50"

A North Korean defector who defected in 2016 testified that,
when the state delivered rice to the people of flood-stricken areas,
these people knew that the rice was actually provided by the
UN.'302 Another North Korean defector who defected in 2016
also testified that, when heavy flooding took place in August
2016, he/she received supplies including some seafood, blankets
and spoons, which were of great help, and he/she knew that the
supplies had been provided by the UN.1503

In addition, North Korean authorities have been making efforts
to highlight the image of Kim Jong Un as a benevolent leader who
cares for the people by actively engaging in disaster relief and

recovery.'594 However, the authorities’ forcible mobilization of

1500_ /brd.

1501_NKHR2023000008 2023-04-28.
1502_NKHR2017000006 2017-04-10.
1503_NKHR2018000118 2018-10-22.

1504_In 2020, in response to severe floods that hit North Korea, Kim Jong Un
personally visited and inspected flood-hit areas on eight occasions, including
(i) Daecheong-ri in Eunpa County, North Hwanghae Province (6-7 August), (ii)
areas in South Hwanghae Province affected by Typhoon Bavi (reported on 28
August), (iii) areas in South Hamgyeong Province affected by Typhoon Maysak
(5 September), (iv) a flood recovery site in Daecheong-ri in Eunpa County,
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residents to participate in these government-led relief or recovery
activities infringes upon the North Korean people’s right to

freedom of labor.

A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 said that, when
floods struck Musan, the entire military was mobilized and
various People’s Units (inminban) participated in repairing the
flood damage. According to the testifier, shock troops
(dolgyeogdae) under the Women’s Union were particularly active
in restoration activities, and he/she heard that the houses built by
these shock troops (dolgyeogdae) for affected residents whose
houses had been destroyed were far better than the ones the
residents had lived in before the flooding.'%%> A North Korean
defector who defected in 2020 testified that floods frequently
occur in North and South Hamgyeong Provinces and, whenever a
flood occurs, employees from individual enterprises are selected
and sent to flood-stricken areas to participate in recovery
activities, which include the building of houses for those whose

houses have been destroyed.'5%6

North Hwanghae Province (reported on 12 September), (v) a flood recovery site
in Gangbuk-ri in Geumcheon County, North Hwanghae Province (reported on
15 September), (vi) Gimhwa-gun, Gangwon Province (reported on 2 October),
(vii) Geomdeok District in South Hamgyeong Province (reported on 14 October),
and (viii) Sinpo and Hongwon County in South Hamgyeong Province (reported on
15 October). Ministry of Unification, “Weekly Report on North Korea No. 1571
(22-28 May 2021),” <https:/ /nkinfo.unikorea.go.kr/nkp/argument/argumentList.do)
(Accessed 14 August 2023).

1505_NKHR2021000017-2 2022-05-26.
1506_NKHR2022000022 2022-06-21.
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A North Korean defector who defected in 2022 testified that,
when heavy floods struck Hoeryong and Samjiyeon and nearby
Chinese regions in 2016, he/she was mobilized to participate in
restoration activities. According to the testifier, factory
enterprises and various organizations gathered food and sent it to
Hoeryong, and the testifier was told by a relative living in
Hoeryong who was affected by the floods that the relative was
given clothing, food, and a new house. Also, the testifier said that,
in the event of a disaster, people can learn about it through
disaster broadcasts, and it is mandatory for people to participate in
restoration activities. The testifier recalled the routine
implementation of preventive measures due to frequent
occurrences of bird flu and hepatitis C infections, and said he/she
remembers employees of local clinics visiting schools to ensure
that students and teachers wash their hands with liquid

disinfectant. 597

Acknowledging that deforestation has aggravated the impact of
floods in North Korea, North Korean authorities have emphasized
the importance of forest restoration since Kim Jong Un took
office. In this regard, North Korea declared 2015 as “the first year
of a forest restoration campaign” and implemented the National

Forest Restoration Plan."'5%8 However, to gain economic benefits,

1507_NKHR2022000025 2022-06-23.

1508_0n 26 February 2015, Kim Jong Un announced the slogan, “Let the entire
Party, the whole army and all the people conduct a vigorous forest restoration
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North Korean people tend not to comply with the relevant
measures implemented by the government for forest restoration
and protection. A North Korean defector who defected in 2020
testified that, in Kimhyeongjik County, there were many people,
including the testifier him/herself, who grew crops in paddy fields
in the mountains and, despite crackdowns, the testifier continued

farming without paying much attention to them.!509

According to a North Korean defector, there are many more
tree nurseries in North Korea compared to the past, more trees are
being planted in North Korea, and military training for soldiers
tends to be postponed for one to two months so that they can be
mobilized for tree planting.'>'® A North Korean defector who
defected in 2019 testified that North Korean people agree with the
government policy on forest restoration, but they tend to uproot
the trees to use the land to grow crops.’>'" A North Korean
defector who defected in 2019 said that a policy was implemented
instructing people not to cultivate paddy fields, and North Korean

soldiers and students are often mobilized to plant trees such as

campaign to cover the mountains of the country with green woods,” and
established re-forestation and forest protection projects as key tasks.
“[Editorial] The forest restoration campaign is the greatest patriotic
undertaking for the wealth and development of the motherland and the
prosperity of future generations,” Rodong Sinmun, 28 February 2021.

1509_NKHR2023000038 2023-05-27.

1510_North Korean defector OOQ, 5 October 2021, interviewed in Seoul;
Yongwoo Na et al., Necessity and Progress Directions for Establishment of the
South-North Korean Disaster Co-Management System, p. 84.

1511_NKHR2021000017-2 2022-05-26.
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acacia.'>12 Another North Korean defector testified that, since the
commencement of the forest restoration campaign under the Kim
Jong Un regime, there has been an increased emphasis on tree
planting at the testifier’s school compared to the Kim Jong Il era,
but the campaign has had little effect due to a lack of knowledge
and techniques.'5'3 A North Korean defector who defected in
2019 reported that, although the relevant organizations provided
plans for planting seedlings, they were not effective for forest
development because people still did not plant them in the
appropriate manner, which often resulted in nearly half of the
seedlings dying, and people cultivating paddy fields in the

mountains continued to uproot trees.!>14

It has been reported that the forest restoration policy led by the
central government has adversely affected the food supply for
ordinary North Korean people. A North Korean defector who
defected in 2019 testified that, while he/she had been able to
secure food through personal farming under the Kim Jong Il
regime, Kim Jong Un has prohibited people from cultivating
hillside fields for crops.'>'> Another Korean defector said that the
food situation worsened with the commencement of the

tree-planting movement in 2015 because the authorities began to

1512_NKHR2023000012 2023-05-30.
1513_NKHR2023000008 2023-04-28.
1514_NKHR2023000019 2023-08-02.
1515_NKHR2019000052 2019-07-20.
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retrieve land from citizens to plant trees.'>'® Another North
Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that, in North
Korea, people who do not have personal vegetable gardens used
to procure food by cultivating small plots of land in the nearby
mountains but, after Kim Jong Un came to power, the policy to
plant trees in the mountains according to specified standards was
issued, which resulted in a decrease in the amount of cultivable

land.'517

C. Violation of the Right to Freedom of Movement
and the Right to Life Due to COVID-19

In January 2020, following the outbreak of COVID-19 at the
end of 2019, the North Korean government promptly introduced a
border closure policy to prevent the spread of COVID-19 into its
territories by strictly controlling the movement of both people and
goods. This measure has impeded North Korean people’s freedom

of movement and residence.

Moreover, the adoption of the Emergency Quarantine Law in
August 2020 has made it possible for North Korean authorities to
violate not only the right to movement but also the right to life of
North Korean people. The Emergency Quarantine Law amended

and supplemented in October 2021 provides for various criminal

1516_NKHR2019000074 2019-08-26.
1517_NKHR2019000042 2019-07-01.
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penalties that may be imposed on North Korean people who
violate quarantine measures. The issue lies in three of the 13
punishment provisions (i.e., Article 69 on negligence in executing
an order, ordinance, decision, or instruction related to an
emergency quarantine measure; Article 72 on negligence in
imposing border closure and land, sea, and air blockade; and
Article 73 on interfering with the implementation of an
emergency quarantine measure), which stipulate that the
maximum statutory punishment applicable to the offender is the
death penalty. These excessive provisions contravene the
principle of proportionality under international human rights
norms and infringe upon the right to life of the North Korean
people.’>'® A North Korean defector who defected in 2023
testified that people who violated quarantine measures were

publicly executed.'>"?

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, North Korean
authorities have exerted efforts to prevent the transmission of the
disease by providing personal hygiene education on COVID-19.
A North Korean defector who defected in 2020 testified that, in

late January and early February 2020, the authorities instructed

1518_It has been reported that the Emergency Quarantine Law, which was
amended and supplemented on 19 October 2021, has undergone two
additional revisions on 31 May and 15 November 2022. However, the analysis
in this survey was made based on the provisions of the 2021 Emergency
Quarantine Law because the text of the latest amended version of the Law has
not been released yet.

1519_NKHR2023000055 2023-07-22.
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people to wear masks and sanitize their hands to prevent the
spread of COVID-19, directed people to regularly wash their
hands at home, and sprayed disinfectant on people on the streets
or in the market. According to the testifier, people who are
employed in companies are well aware of the symptoms of
COVID-19 because their companies provided the necessary
education, but the testifier him/herself did not know much about
the disease because he/she was unemployed when he/she lived in
North Korea. The testifier added that the People’s Unit
(inminban) he/she was affiliated with taught him/her about the
disease.'520 In addition, a North Korean defector who defected in
2021 said that, when he/she was in North Korea, the authorities
emphasized the importance of physical distancing in preventing
the spread of COVID-19, patrol officers routinely patrolled the
streets, and the Party informed people of COVID-19 rules through
People’s Unit (inminban) meetings.'52"

Conflicting testimonies have been collected regarding the
introduction of relevant measures by the government for infectious
diseases. While some testifiers have reported that the state does not
take action in response to the outbreak of an infectious disease,
other testifiers have claimed that the relevant authorities take

measures to prevent the spread of infectious diseases.

1520_NKHR2021000021 2021-10-17.
1521_NKHR2021000012 2021-09-13.
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A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that,
when an infectious disease such as bird flu broke out, People’s
Units (inminban) notified their members about the disease and
restricted the distribution of items such as eggs.'5?? Another
North Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that, when
an infectious disease breaks out, only those who get ill are
allowed to stay home and rest, and people who do not have money
are likely to die from the disease.'>23 A North Korean defector
who defected in 2020 said that even the military suffers from poor
sanitation, and the testifier had seen soldiers catching scabies,

chickenpox, and tuberculosis.!324

A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that, in
North Korea, local hospitals and clinics are primarily in charge of
conducting medical examinations, imposing disease control
measures, and administering vaccinations, but there are not
enough facilities for confirmed patients.'325 Another North
Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that, when an
epidemic broke out in 2018, people from the local clinic visited
the testifier’s home to disinfect the entire house and give him/her

a lot of disinfectant.'526

1522_NKHR2023000012 2023-05-30.
1523_NKHR2021000001 2021-08-13.
1524_NKHR2021000019 2021-10-15.
1525_NKHR2021000002 2021-08-13.
1526_NKHR2021000007 2021-09-06.
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Testimonies have been collected claiming that North Korean
authorities have systematically and successfully responded to
infectious diseases. Taking these testimonies into consideration, it
is assumed that North Korea’s infectious disease response system

operates differently depending on the affected region.

A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 said that the
infectious disease response system is well established in North
Korea and, because of this, he/she was able to receive information
about disease control measures from various sources, including
the school, the People’s Unit (inminban), and workplaces of the
testifier’s parents.'527 In addition, a North Korean defector who
defected in 2018 testified that, during the outbreak of Severe
Acute Respiratory Syndrome (hereinafter SARS), the testifier was
informed of basic infection control measures, instructed to
temporarily close down the factory and not to eat poultry meat
such as chicken and turkey, and told to participate in a meeting
held by the head of his/her People’s Unit (inminban) where he/she
received information about SARS and the measures taken by the
government regarding the disease; the testifier added that he/she

did not receive masks or medicine.!528

In addition, some testimonies have been collected regarding the

COVID-19 situation in North Korea. A North Korean defector

1527_ 1brd.
1528_NKHR2021000020 2021-10-16.
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who defected in early 2021 testified that there was no confirmed
case of COVID-19 in North Korea up until he/she entered South
Korea.'>2? A North Korean defector who defected in 2020 said
that he/she was told that no one had been infected with
COVID-19 until around April 2022, but the disease spread across
the country soon thereafter.'530 A North Korean defector who
defected in 2019 reported that he/she had been told that there were
people exhibiting symptoms similar to COVID-19 even before the
authorities officially announced the outbreak of COVID-19 in

North Korea.'531

A North Korean defector who defected in 2023 stated that,
when he/she contracted COVID-19 while living in North Korea,
he/she was unable to purchase medicine from private pharmacies
and had to obtain a doctor’s prescription from a sanitation office,
and it took two days to receive the prescribed medicine.
According to the testifier, the price of the medicine he/she was
prescribed was originally 250 North Korean won per tablet in the
market but rose to 500 North Korean won per tablet, and Piovex,
which had been sold for 500 North Korean won per tablet before
COVID-19, was sold for as much as 5,000 North Korean won per
tablet during COVID-19.1532

1529_NKHR2022000030 2022-07-22.
1530_NKHR2022000022 2022-06-21.
1531_NKHR2023000020 2023-08-04.
1532_NKHR2023000061 2023-07-29.

5. Disasters | 759

<
)
=
=)
=
m
1]
c
®
0]

A Med




While it is widely known that regional blockade measures have
been implemented by North Korean authorities following the
outbreak of COVID-19 to strictly control the movement of people
within North Korea, some testifiers have reported that movement

between regions has not been completely prohibited.

A North Korean defector who defected in 2023 testified that
after the authorities officially acknowledged the outbreak of
COVID-19 in North Korea in May 2022, they imposed a
complete restriction on movement and prevented people from
going anywhere. The testifier said that, while inter-city and
inter-provincial travel had already been restricted, the authorities
even banned inter-county movement after the official
acknowledgement of the outbreak, although this ban did not last
long and was lifted in July 2022. The testifier added that anyone
who has traveled to regions other than his/her place of residence is
required to undergo mandatory quarantine in a remote location in
the mountains. 533

A North Korean defector who defected in 2021 said that he/she
heard that, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the North
Korean authorities had closed down the customs offices to block
the movement of people and goods, instructed all North Korean
companies in China to shut down, and quarantined people who

had been in close contact with Chinese people for 45 days. The

1533_ /bid.
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testifier said that he/she thinks the North Korean authorities have
imposed strict control measures to prevent the transmission of
COVID-19.7534 A North Korean defector who defected in 2019
reported that, according to what he/she has heard, people’s
movement had been strictly controlled to the extent that a 6 p.m.
curfew was imposed and workplaces and schools were closed,
and while people had already been required to carry a travel permit
for inter-provincial travel, people had to obtain a travel permit
even for inter-county travel during COVID-19, with
noncompliance resulting in imprisonment at a labor training camp
(rodongdanryundae) or detention center (guryujang).'>35 Another
North Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that he/she
was told that, during the COVID-19 pandemic, people’s

movement from a city to a county had been restricted. 536

A North Korean defector who defected in 2021 testified that
people’s movement outside their place of residence, particularly
to the border and areas bordered by the enemy (jeonyeonjidae),
has been strictly controlled and, as a result, one of his/her
neighbors who had earned money by working as a plasterer in a
city near the border returned home because he/she was no longer

able to stay there; the testifier added that people were even

1534_NKHR2021000021 2021-10-17.
1535_NKHR2023000020 2023-08-04.
1536_NKHR2023000054 2023-07-09.
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prohibited from going out to the sea.'>37 A North Korean defector
who defected in 2023 said that, due to COVID-19, he/she was
unable to engage in fishing activities and his/her boat became

practically unusable.'>38

It appears that, although the North Korean authorities’ strict
regional blockades have increased the economic difficulties faced
by North Korean people, no support was given by the state or the
Party.

A North Korean defector who defected in 2021 testified that
he/she experienced financial difficulties during the pandemic and
lived on his/her savings. According to the testifier, prices for food
rose during the COVID-19 period; rice prices rose from 3,500
North Korean won to 4,000 North Korean won, pork prices
doubled, prices for batteries rose more than five-fold, and prices
for domestic red pepper powder and imported seasoning also
increased. In addition, prices for goods imported from China rose
two- to three-fold. The testifier also said that, while people were
allowed to visit markets, they were prohibited from eating food on
the market streets, and the number of market stands and the
number of products sold at these stands decreased because

imports from China had been halted.!53°

1537_NKHR2022000030 2022-07-22.
1538_NKHR2023000055 2023-07-22.
1539_NKHR2022000030 2022-07-22.
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D. Evaluation

In the event of disasters, maintaining daily living becomes a
challenge for the people living in affected regions. Since Kim
Jong Un came to power, North Korea has recognized the
importance of its disaster response and management and has made
an effort to improve its response and management capabilities
through the enactment and systematization of the relevant laws
and regulations. However, it appears that North Korean
authorities are unable to effectively respond to disasters due to a

lack of appropriate technology, infrastructure, and financing.

Defector testimonies have confirmed that the level of North
Korea’s disaster response varies depending on the type of disaster
and the affected region. It has been found that North Korea’s
disaster response and management is more effective for floods
than droughts because floods are region-specific. In the event of a
flood, North Korean authorities provide support to affected areas
by mobilizing soldiers or residents for damage recovery and
sending necessary supplies. In addition, forest restoration
projects, which have been implemented to prevent future
disasters, have negatively impacted the livelihood of the North
Korean people, especially by restricting the food supply for

ordinary residents.

The outbreak of COVID-19 has led to the adoption of stricter

border closure by North Korean authorities. In addition, it has
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been reported that North Korean authorities imposed stringent
regional blockades in May 2022 following reports of the first
confirmed COVID-19 cases in the country. In the event of
infectious diseases, the North Korean people’s right to freedom of
movement is severely infringed upon. These measures imposed
by North Korean authorities not only restrict the movement of
North Korean people but also pose a threat to their right to work
and even the right to life. Moreover, considering that conflicting
testimonies have been collected regarding the introduction of
relevant measures by the government in response to infectious
diseases, it is assumed that North Korea’s infectious disease
response system operates differently depending on the affected
region.

Fortunately, if a disaster occurs in North Korea, unlike in the
past, North Korean authorities openly admit its occurrence both to
its people and to the international community. It is assumed that
the purpose of this openness is to elicit support and cooperation

from the international community.
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6

Discrimination and
nequality

The UDHR stipulates that “all are equal before the law and are
entitled without any discrimination to equal protection of the law”
(Article 7). The ICESCR and the ICCPR also prohibit “all kinds
of discrimination.” The right to equality is closely related to the
prohibition of discrimination. Non-discrimination, together with
“equality before the law” and “equal protection of the law without
discrimination,” constitute the basic principle of the protection of
human rights.’>49 The situation in North Korea regarding
discrimination based on background (songbun) and class, which
are the characteristics of the North Korean system, is examined in
this chapter. Classification based on background (songbun) and
class is a covert discrimination system that infringes on North
Korean people’s right to equality and affects the lives of North

Korean people, including admission to the Party, enlistment in the

1540_UNHRC, “CCPR General Comment No. 18: Non-discrimination,” 10 November
1989, para. 1.
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Korea Institute for National Unification

military, entrance to schools, employment, promotion, marriage

and residence.

International Human Rights Norms against Discrimination

All are equal before the law and are entitled without any

Article 7 of the  discrimination to equal protection of the law. All are entitled to

UDHR equal protection against any discrimination in violation of this
Declaration and against any incitement to such discrimination.

The States Parties to the present Covenant undertake to

Article 2, guarantee that the rights enunciated in the present Covenant will
paragraph 2 of  be exercised without discrimination of any kind as to race, colour,
the ICESCR sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social

origin, property, birth or other status.

Each State Party to the present Covenant undertakes to respect
Article 2 gnd_to_ eqsgre to all i_ndividuals within i.ts territory and subject to
SR 1 of |ts_ Jurlsdlc_tlgn ‘[he rights recqgnlzed in the present Covenant,
the ICCPR without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex,
language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social

origin, property, birth or other status.

All persons are equal before the law and are entitled without any
discrimination to the equal protection of the law. In this respect,
Article 26 of the law shall prohibit arl1y discrimihation gnd guarlanlteeAto all
the ICCPR persons equal and effective protection against discrimination on
any ground such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political
or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other
status.

A. Continued Discrimination Based on Background
(Songbun) and Class

Article 2 of the ICCPR stipulates that all individuals within the
territory of a State Party shall not be discriminated against based
on “distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language,
religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin,

property, birth or other status.” Article 2 of the ICESCR also
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stipulates that there shall not be “discrimination of any kind as to
race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion,
national or social origin, property, birth or other status.” As such,
international human rights norms stipulate equal protection by
law for everyone without discrimination of any kind, and
particularly prohibit discrimination based on arbitrary and
customary divisions, such as those based on social origin, birth or

class.

Article 65 of the North Korean Constitution that stipulates “all
citizens shall have equal rights in all spheres of state and social
life” clearly guarantees equal rights without discrimination. In
reality, however, a unique social classification system based on
background (songbun) or family background (fodae) exists,
according to which all residents are discriminatorily treated. After
liberation from Japanese colonial rule, North Korea carried out a
series of citizen registration projects to divide its people into three
classes and 56 categories and also separately into 25 types of

background (songbun).'>*! North Korea proclaims that it defines

1541_It had been previously understood that there were three classes in North
Korea: the core class, the wavering class, and the hostile class. However, it has
been confirmed by the Reference Book for Citizen Registration Projects
(Strictly Confidential) published in 1993 by the Ministry of Social Security Press
that in North Korea, people are divided into three classes-the basic masses,
the complex masses and remnants of the hostile class-which are then
subdivided into 56 categories and also separately into 25 types of background
(songbun). Sang-son Kim and Sang-hui Lee, Reference Book for Citizen
Registration Projects (Strictly Confidential) (Pyongyang: Ministry of Social
Security Press 1993). Based on this information, In-ae Hyun’s “A Study of North
Korea's Resident Registration System,” (M.A. dissertation, Ewha \Womans
University, 2008) was published.
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one’s background (songbun) “accurately on the basis of extensive
research on the economic conditions at the time of his/her birth,
the family background (fodae) of his/her family and its influence,
his/her own social and political activities, the particularities of
[the] nation’s historical development and class relations, and class
policies that the Party has implemented at each phase of the
Revolution.”'>42 Background (songbun) is divided into two types
— personal and social — and serves as basic data for determining
people’s classes.'>43 There are three classes: the basic masses, the
complex masses and the remnants of the hostile class. Finally,

there are 56 categories under these three classes.

1542_In-ae Hyun, /bid., p. 25.

1543_0ne’s personal background is determined by the profession that his/her
parents had for the longest period of time from his/her time of birth to the
point in time when he/she entered a social occupation. If the parents had
several jobs for similar periods of time, the child’s personal background is
defined by what had the most significant impact on the child’s development of
values. Social background, on the other hand, is determined by the profession
that one has had for the longest period of time. Likewise, if he/she had several
jobs for similar periods of time, the one that had the most significant impact
on his/her values will become the basis of the person’s social background.
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North Korea's Classification of Residents by Class and
Background (Songbun)

Class and
Background Categories (56 in total)
(Songbun)

1. Revolutionaries; 2. Families of revolutionaries; 3. Bereaved
families of revolutionaries; 4. Honored veterans wounded in
service; 5. Honored veterans wounded in action; 6. Persons
who have met Suryeong (jeobgyeonya); 7. National heroes; 8.
Persons of merit; 9. Discharged soldiers; 10. Families of the
war dead; 11. Families of civilians who died during the war;
12. Families of patriots who sacrificed for socialism; 13.
Others (members of the core masses, including those who
have long worked faithfully and played a leading role, always
committed to serving the Party at the revolutionary guard
post entrusted to them by the Party; and workers, farmers,
soldiers and intellectuals with sound class background, family
circumstances and socio—-political activities)

1. Draft dodgers from the KPA; 2. Deserters from the KPA; 3.
Repatriated soldiers; 4. Repatriated citizens; 5. Those who
cooperated with reactionary groups; 6. Those who served in
Japanese organizations before liberation; 7. Liberated
soldiers  (non-repatriated South  Korean POWSs); 8.
Discharged construction workers; 9. Defectors to the North;
10. Personnel associated with No. 10 Guerilla Operations
Area; 11. Personnel associated with Geumgang School; 12.
Former political prisoners; 13. Religious personnel; 14.
Families of traitors who have fled to South Korea; 15.
Families of the executed; 16. Families of arrestees; 17.
Families of former political prisoners; 18. Families of
non-repatriated North Korean POWSs; 19. Families of
defectors overseas; 20. Families of landowners; 21. Families
of rich farmers; 22. Families of comprador capitalists; 23.
Families of pro-Japanese collaborators; 24. Families of
pro—American collaborators; 25. Families of evil religious
personnel; 26. Families of factionalists; 27. Families of those
complicit with factionalists; 28. Families of spies; 29.
Families of agricultural foremen; 30. Families of
entrepreneurs; 31. Families of merchants

1. Landowners; 2. Rich farmers; 3. Comprador capitalists; 4.
Pro-Japanese collaborators; 5. Pro—American collaborators;
6. Evil religious personnel; 7. Factionalists: 8. Those complicit
with factionalists; 9. Spies; 10. Agricultural foremen; 11.
Entrepreneurs; 12. Merchants

Basic
masses

Three
Classes

Complex
masses
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=
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m
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Remnants
of the
hostile
class
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Class and
Background Categories (56 in total)
(Songbun)
1. Revolutionaries; 2. Professional revolutionaries; 3.
Laborers; 4. Soldiers; 5. Farmhands: 6. Poor farmers; 7.
Farmers; 8. Farm managers; 9. Mid-sized farmers; 10.
Better—off mid-sized farmers; 11. Agricultural foremen; 12.
Backgrounds Rich farmers; 13. Landowners; 14. Office workers; 15.
(Songbun) Students; 16. Craftsmen; 17. Foremen; 18. Small- and
(25 in total) mid-sized entrepreneurs; 19. Converted businessmen; 20.

Entrepreneurs; 21. Petitbourgeois; 22. Small and mid-sized
merchants; 23. Merchants; 24. Religious personnel; 25.
Those who served in Japanese organizations before
liberation

Source: In-ae Hyun, “A Study of North Korea's Resident Registration System,” pp. 31-35.

North Korean authorities use this class and background
(songbun)-based classification system to strictly control the
people; any movement between classes is also controlled in a very
closed manner. One who makes a brilliant achievement, for
example, may see his class upgraded from “remnants of the
hostile class” to “the complex masses,” but it is virtually
impossible to climb all the way up to “the basic masses” either
from “remnants of the hostile class” or “the complex masses.”
Those in the “remnants of the hostile class” and “the complex
masses” face discriminatory treatment across the entire span of
their social life, including their occupation, education, residence
and military duties. The problem is that such discriminatory
treatment occurs in the form of guilt by association on both

horizontal and vertical levels.

In North Korea, discrimination based on guilt by association is

mostly directed towards those with experience as South Korean

770 | White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea 2023



civil police agents after liberation, families of Korean War POWs,
families of returnees from Japan and those with records of family
members escaping to South Korea. First of all, North Korea treats
separated families as part of the complex masses, categorized into
“traitors who have fled to South Korea” or “families of traitors
who have fled to South Korea.” They are still denied their basic
rights or face various disadvantages due to the “wrongdoings” of
their ancestors under Japanese colonial rule or during the Korean
War. It is said that the children of those who fled to South Korea
during the Korean War and people from families of Korean War
POWSs subject to prisoner exchange cannot even dream of
becoming officials; for women, the best thing to happen would be
being able to work at a factory and marrying well.'>#* A testifier
said that his/her family was deported from Gangwon Province
where they used to live to Onsong County, North Hamgyeong
Province for the reason that his/her grandfather had been a
landowner before liberation.'>4>

Discrimination based on guilt by association is serious against
people involved in important political incidents in North Korea. A
North Korean defector who defected in 2019 said that his/her
father had been involved in the Kapsan Faction incident in the

1960s, and as a result, he/she lived under surveillance for over 30

1544_NKHR2022000003 2022-05-19.
1545_NKHR2014000015 2015-01-27.
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years and could not enter university.'>46 Another North Korean
defector who defected in 2019 also said that his/her entire family
was forcibly deported to Yanggang Province due to a relative’s
involvement in a sectarian incident called the “Kim Chang-bong
incident” in the 1960s. As his/her family was accused of being a
reactionary family, the testifier was seriously discriminated
against since birth, and although the false accusation was cleared
in the early 1970s and the relative was reinstated as an honored

veteran of war, the testifier could only work as a clerk.'>4’

In addition, there are separate medical facilities used only by
Party officials and those working in political agencies such as the
Ministry of State Security or the Ministry of Social Security, and
differences exist between these people and the general population in
terms of access to medical facilities and treatment.'548 As such,
discrimination based on background (songbun) and family
background (fodae) still continues today. In this regard, the UNHRC
report on North Korea of the UPR in 2019 expresses serious concern
in light of the continuous reports of human rights violations such as

discrimination based on background (songbun).!>4°

According to recent testimonies, it has been found that, since

1546_NKHR2019000069 2019-08-26.
1547_NKHR2019000074 2019-08-26.

1548_NKHR2021000026-2 2022-05-18; NKHR2022000008 2022-05-27; NKHR2022000016
2022-06-11; NKHR2022000023 2022-06-22; NKHR2023000005 2023-04-13;
NKHR2022000030-2 2023-05-04; NKHR2023000018 2023-08-01.

1549_UN Doc. A/HRC/WG.6/33/PRK/2 (2019), p. 3.

772 | White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea 2023



Kim Jong Un came to power, discrimination based on family
background (fodae) has been somewhat mitigated compared to
the past with the increasing influence of economic power on
people’s social life."550 However, discrimination based on
background (songbun) and class is an undeniable reality in North
Korea. Discrimination is taking place not only in public areas of
one’s life including appointment as an official, admission to the
Party, entrance to college and job placement, but also in private

areas such as marriage.

First, one’s background (songbun) and class play a significant
role in being able to join political agencies such as Party
organizations, the Ministry of State Security or the Ministry of
Social Security as an official. A North Korean defector who
defected in 2018 testified that deputies for the SPA, chairmen of
various management committees, and Party secretaries typically
have favorable backgrounds (songbun).'>>! Another North
Korean defector who also defected in 2018 said that, because
his/her father was a returnee from a foreign country, the testifier
could not enter Kim Il-sung University, could not join agencies
under the Ministry of State Security, and could not become a

Party worker but only an administrative worker.'552 A North

1550_NKHR2020000011 2020-06-15 and many other testimonies.
1551_NKHR2022000002 2022-05-18.
1552_NKHR2019000011 2019-04-20.
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Korean defector who defected in 2019 said that people must have
a good background (songbun) to obtain desirable jobs, such as
those in the Party and the Ministry of Social Security, and clear
discrimination exists against those with undesirable background
(songbun) in terms of job placements and promotions.'53 A
North Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that he/she
was able to join the military but faced restrictions on advancing to
high-ranking positions because he/she had a friend who went
missing.'>%4

In contrast, a North Korean defector who defected in 2019
testified that he/she could have served in the Supreme Guard
Command because he/she had a good family background (fodae)
because his/her grandfather participated in the Korean War as a
military officer and because there was no one in his/her family
who was sent to a prison camp (kyohwaso) or defected to South
Korea.'>>> Another North Korean defector who defected in 2018
testified that one’s background (songbun) plays a significant role
in being able to be appointed as an official. According to the
testifier, he/she was not appointed as an official because one of
his/her relatives — although he/she was not a direct relative — had

been sent to a prison camp (kyohwaso) for distributing South

1553_NKHR2023000019 2023-08-02.
1554_NKHR2023000010 2023-05-15.
1555_NKHR2019000086 2019-10-05.
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Korean movies.'556 A North Korean defector who defected in
2021 testified that family background (fodae) is still considered
important for certain jobs, including MPS officers, Party workers,
and City or Provincial Party Committees workers.'>>7 A testifier
said that discrimination based on background (songbun) and class
was still prevalent in 2019, and positions in the Ministry of State
Security, MPS city/county branches, and the Border Security
Command are for people with a favorable background (songbun)
because these positions offer a higher earning potential. The
testifier added that, in 2019, in Bocheon County, Yanggang
Province, cases of family background (fodae)-based discrimination
occurred regarding Party membership and the recruitment of
administrators for front-line border areas.'>>® As such, while
family background (fodae) does not matter much in one’s daily
life, it remains unchanged that family background (fodae) plays

the most significant role in appointing officials.!55°

Second, there were many testimonies indicating that from the
mid/late 2000s, people with economic power could join the Party,
enter a college or be selected as a lower-level official even if they
had an unfavorable background (songbun) and class. A testifier

said that whereas the influence of family background (fodae)

1556_NKHR2022000006 2022-05-25.
1557_NKHR2022000030-2 2023-05-04.
1558_NKHR2023000015 2023-07-27.
1559_NKHR2020000011 2020-06-15.
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was 100% in the past, it seems to have decreased to about 50%
today.'360 Many testimonies have been collected revealing that
although the influence of family background (todae) cannot be
said to have completely disappeared, family background (todae)
is not the most important factor in college admissions, job
placements and marriage.'5°" It is said that people whose parents
are officials are more likely to be recommended for college
admissions and can easily enter college.'562 A North Korean
defector who defected in 2019 testified that, in the military, the
children of military officers are often assigned to more
comfortable positions, while the children of ordinary residents,
workers, and farmers are mainly assigned to construction sites.!>63
It is also said that, although work ability is considered important
in workplaces, bribery acts as the deciding factor.'364 A North
Korean defector who defected in 2019 claimed that, while one
must have served in the military and have a favorable family
background (todae) in order to be appointed as an official, the
most important factor is money.'565 There was testimony
reporting that, while the situation differs depending on the

military unit, regardless of their family background (fodae),

1560_ /bid.

1561_NKHR2020000035 2020-09-05 and many other testimonies.
1562_NKHR2022000022 2022-06-10; NKHR2023000015 2023-07-27.
1563_NKHR2023000008 2023-04-28.

1564_NKHR2022000002 2022-05-18.

1565_NKHR2022000034 2022-08-08.
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people are able to be assigned to their preferred units such as
artillery, infantry, and cavalry by paying bribes.'>66 A North
Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that, unlike in the
past when one’s background (songbun) played a significant role,
today, even joining the Party is possible as long as one had
sufficient financial resources.'567 A North Korean defector who
defected in 2019 said that his/her spouse’s family background
(todae) was very bad because his/her father-in-law was involved
in the Kapsan Faction incident in the 1960s, but the testifier’s
spouse could join the Party by handing over 350kg in pigs in
1997, which was the time of the Arduous March.1568 Another
North Korean defector who defected in 2016 testified that his/her
father who was originally from Pyongyang was forcibly deported
to Yanggang Province due to faults of the grandfather and elder
uncle but did not experience difficulties caused by his/her family
background (fodae) in the military, graduation from college or

working as a manager.'>69

The level of discrimination based on background (songbun) and
class in college entrance differs between central universities and
local universities. Such difference is found between central

universities including Kim Il-sung University, People’s Economy

1566_NKHR2023000021 2023-08-04.
1567_NKHR2023000018 2023-08-01.
1568_NKHR2019000069 2019-08-26.
1569_NKHR2019000044 2019-07-01.
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College and Pyongyang University of Foreign Studies and general
local universities at the provincial/city level. While people with an
unfavorable family background (fodae) can still enter general
local universities based on their ability, people cannot enter
central universities without a good family background (fodae),
regardless of their abilities.’>’? A North Korean defector who
defected in 2019 said that the background (songbun) of students
who are enrolled at university is documented, and there is no
problem entering a general university unless the applicant is from
a family of pro-Japanese collaborators.'>’! The influence of
family background (fodae) has gradually decreased in job
placements as well. As such, discrimination based on family
background (fodae) and one’s origin has been somewhat eased,
but personal background still exerts a significant influence on

one’s entire life in North Korean society.

A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that
under the Kim Jong Un regime, one still needs to have a good
family background (todae) to join the provincial or city KWP or
become a teacher, and those with an unfavorable family
background (fodae) give up applying for good jobs.'>72 Another
North Korean defector who defected in 2019 also said that

1570_NKHR2014000015 2015-01-27.
1571_NKHR2023000005 2023-04-13.
1572_NKHR2019000016 2019-05-07.
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discrimination based on background (songbun) or class is
common, and people are subject to discrimination not only in
joining the Party or appointment as an official but also in being
dispatched overseas.'>’3 Under the Kim Jong Un regime, many
private companies have been established; however, even in the
trade sector, those without a good family background (fodae)
cannot run a company.'>’4 Families of those sent to political
prison camps (kwanliso) are considered to have a bad personal
background and are discriminated against in terms of joining the
Party, earning a promotion or entering marriage. A North Korean
defector who defected in 2018 testified that because his/her uncle
had been sent to a prison camp (kyohwaso) after being caught
selling CDs, his/her spouse, who had done well at school, served
in the military, and even joined the Party, experienced limitations
in pursuing the work he/she wanted to do.'>’> A North Korean
defector who defected in 2019 even said that his/her father and
brother had a difficult social life because the testifier’s grandfather
committed suicide. 576 In addition, it appears that having a family
member who has defected from North Korea affects one’s social
advancement. A North Korean defector who defected in 2019

testified that those with a defector as a family member who lives

1573_NKHR2019000031 2019-06-03.
1574_NKHR2019000108 2019-11-18.
1575_NKHR2022000002 2022-05-18.
1576_NKHR2020000028 2020-07-06.
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in South Korea are restricted in terms of their military service and
experience difficulties in joining the Party.'>”7 Another testifier
stated that his/her father had to give up his occupation as
a bookkeeper at a company and became a laborer after it
was discovered that one of his friends had defected to South

Korea.!578

Third, although one’s family background (fodae) or
background (songbun) still has influence in private areas such as
marriage, the influence of economic power has gradually
increased. A North Korean defector who defected in 2019
testified that his/her family began to face discrimination after
his/her uncle participated in a family reunion for separated
families and, as a result, the testifier’s nephews/nieces could not
become Party workers after graduating from college and the
testifier’s child could not work at Department No. 5 in the Central
Party despite being selected several times. The testifier also said
that it was difficult for his/her child to get married because he/she
has relatives in South Korea.'>’? A North Korean defector who
defected in 2018 said that, when it comes to marriage or finding a
prospective spouse, preference is given to individuals with a

favorable background (songbun).'>89 A North Korean defector

1577_NKHR2023000015 2023-07-27.
1578_NKHR2023000014 2023-07-26.
1579_NKHR2022000014 2022-06-10.
1580_NKHR2023000009 2023-05-10.
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who defected in 2016 said that people consider money (economic
power) as important as background (songbun) or family history
when choosing a potential spouse to eliminate obstacles to future
opportunities.'>8! Another North Korean defector who defected
in 2018 also said that these days people consider economic power

more than background (songbun) in marriage.'>82

B. Discriminatory Assignment of Residential Area

North Korean people are assigned residential areas or forcibly
deported based on their background (songbun) and class. In North
Korea, those with an unfavorable background (songbun) and class
are primarily those formerly from South Korea or those who once
belonged to the landowner or capitalist class, and the authorities
have concerns that they may escape from North Korea because of
their admiration for South Korea. For this reason, North Korean
authorities limit the areas of residence for these people to prevent
escape. For example, people with unfavorable backgrounds
(songbun) are not allowed to live in Pyongyang, Nampo, near the

coast, and areas bordered by the enemy (jeonyeonjidae).

The North Korean authorities discriminate against people based

on their background (songbun) and class more strictly regarding

1581_NKHR2019000048 2019-07-01.
1582_NKHR2019000011 2019-04-20.
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residence in Pyongyang. The city is divided into central
Pyongyang and surrounding districts, and the surrounding
districts are further divided into protective zones, satellite cities
and farming areas (Article 7 of the Law for the Management of
Pyongyang of 2014). In order for a North Korean to live in
Pyongyang, he/she must file for residence registration in
accordance with the procedures and methods set by the Cabinet
(Article 30). In addition, one has to acquire residence approval
from relevant authorities in order to move into central Pyongyang
from surrounding districts (Article 31). Residents of Pyongyang
are required to uphold honor as citizens of the capital city, and
those who violate the legal order will have their Pyongyang
citizenship cards rescinded by the authorities (Article 32).
Discrimination even exists between those living in central
Pyongyang and those living in surrounding districts. For example,
those living in certain surrounding districts, such as Yongseong
District, are allowed to pass through central Pyongyang but
cannot get a job there.'>83 The authorities strictly examine the
background (songbun) and class of individuals when granting
permission to live in Pyongyang. Even those living in Pyongyang
are divided into three groups by background (songbun) and class,
based on which discriminatory treatment is given. Groups 1 and 2

constitute about 80-90% of Pyongyang residents who have no

1583_NKHR2018000037 2018-05-08.

782 | White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea 2023



problems in terms of background (songbun), while Group 3
includes Koreans repatriated from Japan, those who had formerly
lived in South Korea, and those who have missing family

members, accounting for 10-20% of the city’s population.

The discrimination between residents of Pyongyang and of
other regions is also severe. First, there is discrimination with
regard to freedom of residence and movement. People living in
provinces need to obtain residential approval from relevant
authorities to reside in Pyongyang (Article 31 of the Law for the
Management of Pyongyang). Second, only citizens of Pyongyang
receive Pyongyang citizenship cards, which grant them a special
status that ensures better treatment than residents of other regions.
Pyongyang citizenship cards are issued only to North Korean
citizens aged 17 or older (Article 7 of the Citizen Registration
Law. In practice, access to Pyongyang is granted in a
discriminatory manner to those living in other cities or provinces
as such people must undergo complicated procedures and face a
variety of constraints. In contrast, it is said that Pyongyang
citizens can travel more freely to other cities or provinces. Third,
it is said that there is also discrimination with regard to food
rations, which is discussed in III. The Reality of Economic, Social

and Cultural Rights, 1. Right to Food.

Meanwhile, testimonies have been collected reporting that the
movement of people from cities and rural areas has been more

strictly controlled since Kim Jong Un came to power. It is said
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that it was previously possible for someone from a rural area to
move to a city for a job as a teacher at a university or to join the
military, and a woman from a rural area could move to a city if
she married a man from a city. Now, however, when a man from a
city marries a woman from a rural area, he needs to move to the
rural area.'84 Moreover, in order for people from the provinces
to become Pyongyang residents, they need to go through a
complicated process involving five to six agencies because of
their personal background, and some even get divorced due to

disadvantages in job placement.'585

The recently imposed stricter control over movement appears to
have led to a greater need for bribery. A North Korean defector
who defected in 2019 testified that bribery is necessary to change
one’s residence or travel to another region.'>8¢ Another North
Korean defector who defected in 2019 reported that, while
traveling within a county is not difficult, one needs to offer a bribe
to travel from a rural area to a city or from a border region to an

inland area or to move to live in another province. 587

1584_NKHR2015000052 2015-03-10.
1585_NKHR2016000054 2016-04-19.
1586_NKHR2023000006 2023-04-17.
1587_NKHR2022000018-2 2023-08-01.

784 | White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea 2023



C. Discrimination against Ethnic Chinese and
Returnees from Japan

In the past, there was a perception in North Korea that ethnic
Chinese and returnees from Japan have superior economic power
and enjoy more affluent lives because they have relatives in China
and Japan. However, as trade between North Korea and Japan
was terminated and returnees from Japan have lost their
connections with Japan, the living conditions of returnees from
Japan have deteriorated and how they are viewed in society is
changing. 588

Attitudes are mixed toward the treatment of ethnic Chinese.
While some have testified that ordinary North Korean people are
envious of ethnic Chinese because they generally have higher
economic power and enjoy comfortable lives or are able to travel
relatively freely, such as visiting China with prior application, 589
other testifiers have said that ethnic Chinese consider themselves
superior because they think they are wealthier than other
residents.’90 It appears that there are two sides to the social

discrimination against ethnic Chinese people in North Korea.

1588_NKHR2020000011 2020-06-15; NKHR2020000021 2020-07-06; NKHR2022000001
2022-05-13; NKHR2022000006 2022-05-25; NKHR2023000018 2023-08-01;
NKHR2023000019 2023-08-02.

1589_NKHR2019000011 2019-04-20; NKHR2020000021 2020-07-06; NKHR2022000025
2022-06-23; NKHR2023000005 2023-04-13; NKHR2023000008 2023-04-28;
NKHR2023000009 2023-05-10.
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Some of the North Korean defectors who defected in 2018 and
2019 testified that, while ethnic Chinese in North Korea are not
particularly discriminated against in terms of college admission
and job placement, they are discriminated against in terms of
joining the Party and earning a promotion and face restrictions in
being appointed as officials.’®®" A North Korean defector who
defected in 2019 testified that ethnic Chinese in Chongjin attend
Chinese schools and are unable to join the Party because of the

nationality issue.!592

A North Korean defector who defected in 2017 said that his/her
child could not join the Party because the testifier’s parents are
from China who migrated to North Korea in the 1960s."5%3 The
testimony of a North Korean defector who defected in 2017
shows that discrimination against people with connections to
China has been intensifying since Kim Jong Un came to power. A
North Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that
children of ethnic Chinese who have a unique way of speaking are
perceived as different, and ethnic Chinese often live under
surveillance.'394 A testifier whose spouse is ethnic Chinese said

that while it was possible to enter college in the past, his/her

1591_NKHR2021000026-2 2022-05-18; NKHR2022000001 2022-05-13; NKHR2022000006
2022-05-25.

1592_NKHR2023000005 2023-04-13.
1593_NKHR2018000017 2018-04-09.
1594_NKHR2022000042-2 2023-07-31.
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children could not enter college as the current relationship with
China is sour.'395 According to another testimony, while those
with cousins in China were subject to discrimination under Kim
Jong II, the scope of people subject to discrimination was
expanded to those with second cousins since Kim Jong Un came
to power. Those with connections to China are not allowed to
serve in military units in border areas and are dispatched to rear
guard units.">%6 This case shows the discriminatory perception of
North Korean authorities that those with connections to China are
likely to defect from North Korea and engage in smuggling, based

on which the authorities regard them as potential criminals.

Meanwhile, other defectors have stated that discrimination
against returnees from Japan or those with connections to Japan is
intensifying. In the past, such people were treated considerably
well, but the treatment of returnees from Japan has been recently
worsening, and it appears that the major reason is the weakening
of such people’s financial capability caused by their loss of
connection to Japan.'3%7 A North Korean defector who defected
in 2019 testified that returnees from Japan were economically
affluent during the period when trade between North Korea and

Japan still occurred but, with the discontinuation of exchanges

1595_NKHR2019000054 2019-07-29.
1596_NKHR2016000146 2016-09-06.

1597_NKHR2016000061 2016-05-03; NKHR2016000111 2016-07-12; NKHR2017000113
2017-11-20.
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between the two countries, many of them are now poorer than
ordinary residents.'5%% According to another North Korean
defector who defected in 2019, those who have lost their
connections to Japan are worse off compared to other ordinary
North Koreans.'5%? Another North Korean defector who defected
in 2019 said that there was an incident sometime in 2017-2018
where a returnee died after his/her remittance from Japan was cut
off.1600 It was also reported that a child whose father is a returnee

could not become a Party worker or law enforcement personnel.'601

A testifier said that his/her brother-in-law, who was born in
Japan and later moved to North Korea with his/her sister and
graduated from a college in North Korea, was not appointed as
an official and was discriminated against in the selection
process.'®02 Another North Korean defector who defected in
2019 reported that returnees are eligible to work in the Ministry of
Social Security but are ineligible to work in the Ministry of State
Security.'693 According to testimony, the testifier’s father, who
was a returnee from Japan, experienced discrimination at work,

had his letters to Japan censored, and had to endure hostile

1598_NKHR2023000019 2023-08-02.
1599_NKHR2022000001 2022-05-13.
1600_NKHR2023000018 2023-08-01.
1601_NKHR2019000021 2019-05-07.
1602_NKHR2022000013 2022-06-10.
1603_NKHR2022000005 2022-05-25.
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attitudes and accusations from the people around him.'6%4 Some
testifiers have reported that, under the Kim Jong Un regime, it is
difficult for returnees from Japan to become officials or obtain
Party membership, but they face no restrictions in terms of job

placement. 605

D. Inequality in Cultural Rights

Everyone’s right to participate in cultural life must be
respected. The UDHR stipulates that “Everyone has the right to
freely participate in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy
the arts and to share in scientific advancement and its benefits”
(Article 27, paragraph 1) and declares that “Everyone has the
right to the protection of the moral and material interests resulting
from any scientific, literary or artistic production of which he is
the author” (Article 27, paragraph 2). It also contains a separate
provision stipulating “the right to rest and leisure, including
reasonable limitation of working hours and periodic holidays with
pay” (Article 24).

According to the General Comment by the Committee on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights on the right to take part in

cultural life, there are a number of conditions that are necessary

1604_NKHR2016000127 2016-08-09.
1605_NKHR2023000018 2023-08-01; NKHR2023000019 2023-08-02.
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for the full realization of one’s cultural rights based on the
principle of equality and non-discrimination.'®%6 The first is
availability, which means that cultural goods and services should
be available for everyone to enjoy and benefit from. The second is
accessibility, which means that opportunities to enjoy culture
should be granted within physical and financial reach for all and
without discrimination in both urban and rural areas. The third is
acceptability, which means that cultural laws, policies, and
strategies adopted by a State Party should be acceptable to the
individuals and communities. The fourth is adaptability, which
means that various measures adopted by a State Party should be
flexible and respectful of the cultural diversity of individuals and
communities. Appropriateness, the final condition, means that, in
the process of exercising one’s cultural rights, relevant human
rights should be realized in a way that is respectful to the cultural
rights shared by individuals and communities. The right to take
part in cultural life is also stipulated in ICESCR, to which North
Korea is a State Party.

1606_UN Doc. E/C.12/GC/21 (21 December 2009), para 16. For the Korean translation
of the necessary conditions, see National Human Rights Commission of Korea,
General Comments and General Recommendation by the U.N. Human Rights
Treaty Bodlies.: General Comments by the Committee on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights (Seoul: National Human Rights Commission of Korea, 2020),
pp. 243-245,
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Article 15 of the ICESCR

The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of
everyone:
(a) To take part in cultural life;

Paragraph 1 (b) To enjoy the benefits of scientific progress and its applications;
(c) To benefit from the protection of the moral and material
interests resulting from any scientific, literary or artistic production
of which he is the author.

The steps to be taken by the States Parties to the present
Covenant to achieve the full realization of this right shall include
those necessary for the conservation, the development and the
diffusion of science and culture.

Paragraph 2

The States Parties to the present Covenant undertake to respect
Paragraph 3 the freedom indispensable for scientific research and creative
activity.

The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the benefits
to be derived from the encouragement and development of
international contacts and co—operation in the scientific and cultural
fields.

Paragraph 4

North Korea guarantees the right of individuals and
communities to enjoy cultural life in its laws. First of all, Article
53 of the North Korean Constitution stipulates that the state shall
provide sufficient modern cultural facilities to ensure that all
workers can fully enjoy socialist culture and an emotional life.
Moreover, North Korea adopted the Law on the Protection of
Scenic Spots and Natural Monuments in December 1995, the
Cultural Heritage Protection Law in August 2012, and the
National Heritage Protection Law in June 2015. After Kim Jong
Un took power, North Korea demonstrated its commitment to
developing local culture at the city and county levels by enacting
the Law on City and County Development in September 2021.
Article 80 of the Law on City and County Development on mass
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cultural and artistic activities stipulates that culture centers must
be established as a base for workers’ ideological and cultural
education and their cultural and emotional life, while a diverse

range of mass cultural and artistic activities must be promoted.

To ensure people’s participation in cultural life, their enjoyment
of the arts, and the sharing of the benefits of scientific
advancement, North Korea has established relevant laws and
facilities. In North Korea, there are numerous cultural facilities,
including theaters, cinemas, museums, libraries, exhibition halls,
art theaters, amusement parks, funfairs, and hot springs.'607
Representative examples of these cultural facilities include
Pyongyang Grand Theater, Moranbong Theater, Mansudae Art
Theater, Kaeson Cinema, Mangyongdae Funfair in Pyongyang,
Taesongsan Funfair, Kaeson Youth Park, and Yangdok Hot
Spring Resort. Recently, North Korean authorities have emphasized
their efforts to enhance the cultural and emotional lives of North
Korean people by constructing new cultural and tourism facilities
and renovating and repairing existing ones. Notable facilities
include Munsu Water Park (2013), Mirim Horse Riding Club
(2013), Rungna People’s Pleasure Ground (2012), and Masikryong
Ski Resort (2013), all of which were established under the

personal attention of Kim Jong Un, who emphasized the need for

1607_Young-jeong Park, A Stuady on the Current Condiitions of North Korean Arts and
Culture (Seoul: Korea Culture & Tourism Institute, 2011).
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the modernization of cultural facilities.

However, defector testimonies have confirmed that disparities
exist in the level of accessibility to and enjoyment of various
cultural facilities between regions. A North Korean defector who
defected in 2019 said that, although he/she was not able to use
cultural facilities such as amusement parks due to his/her difficult
economic situation, he/she heard that cultural facilities in
Pyongyang are sufficiently well-equipped for people to enjoy
cultural activities.'®%%  Another North Korean defector who
defected in 2019 said that, in Yanggang Province, there are some
tourist spots such as Samjiyeon, but there are no amusement parks
and almost no other cultural facilities for residents to enjoy.'6%?
Another defector who defected in 2019 testified that he/she had
seen a cinema in Gilju County, North Hamgyeong Province, but
there were no other cultural facilities such as tourist attractions or
amusement parks.'®19 A North Korean defector who defected in
2020 testified that facilities for leisure activities are scarce in rural
areas in North Korea.'®!" On the other hand, there were testifiers
who have used hot springs depending on the place of residence. A
North Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that a

one-day trip by car from Hyesan to Mount Baekdu (Baekdusan) is

1608_NKHR2023000019 2023-08-02.
1609_NKHR2023000002 2023-04-11.
1610_NKHR2023000018 2023-08-01.
1611_NKHR2023000038 2023-05-27.
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possible, and he/she had been to Dalcheon Hot Springs while living
in North Korea.'®'2 Another North Korean defector who defected
in 2019 stated that he/she had visited Samjiyeon Hot Springs with
his/her family because it was close to his/her home.'613 Another
defector who defected in 2019 testified that there were inspectors
when he/she visited Gyeongseong Hot Springs, but they did not
conduct accommodation inspections on those who offered them

some money. 614

Cultural facilities relatively accessible to North Korean people
are often places where the achievements of the Party are
publicized, and the content accessible to the people is also limited.
A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that,
while theaters where people can watch movies or plays exist in
North Korea, all movies and plays focus on promoting the
achievements of Kim Jong Il and deifying the Supreme Leaders’
(Suryeong) revolutionary achievements, the purpose of which is
to indoctrinate students.'®'5 A North Korean defector who
defected in 2021 testified that he/she had frequently visited
Baeksong Revolutionary Historic Site, which commemorates the
achievements of Kim Il Sung, because it was located

approximately 4 km from his/her home; according to the testifier,

1612_NKHR2023000004 2023-04-12.
1613_NKHR2023000010 2023-05-15.
1614_NKHR2022000018-2 2023-08-01.
1615_NKHR2023000002 2023-04-11.
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people take wedding photographs there because the site is
well-landscaped.'®16 A North Korean defector who defected in
2019 said that he/she had been to a cinema in 2010 to watch
movies but was unable to do so thereafter, and that the movies
he/she watched were about regeneration via self-effort,
self-reliance, and independence.'®'7 A North Korean defector
who defected in 2021 testified that, because there was no cinema
in his/her village (ri), people from his/her village (i) watched
movies in groups at the village hall using a beam projector; the
movies the testifier watched were about the revolutionary history
of Kim Il Sung, the loyalty of the people to Kim Il Sung, and the
sacrificial spirit of people enduring the sacrifice of their families
for the sake of the state or the KWP. The testifier thought that
these movies were aimed at promoting the cultural reformation of

North Korean people.'618

It has also been found that disparities exist in accessibility to
cultural life between individuals according to their economic
status. A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 reported
that paid ski resorts and swimming pools in Samjiyeon are
accessible for those with money, but the entrance fees are

expensive for ordinary residents.'®'® Another North Korean

1616_NKHR2023000013 2023-06-01.
1617_NKHR2023000014 2023-07-26.
1618_NKHR2023000013 2023-06-01.
1619_NKHR2023000015 2023-07-27.
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defector who defected in 2019 testified that he/she had been to
amusement parks in Pyongyang, hot springs in Yanggang
Province, and Majon Report in Hamheung and, although the
testifier was able to visit these places because he/she was
financially comfortable due to making a sufficient living from
conducting business, it must have been difficult for ordinary
residents to afford these activities. The testifier said that, although
the entrance fees for these places are not expensive, incidental
expenses such as the cost of transportation and meals are
burdensome for ordinary residents.'®2% Another defector who
defected in 2019 testified that it is difficult for ordinary residents
to see performances by musical bands such as the Moranbong
Band.'62" A North Korean defector who defected in 2019
testified that he/she had seen a performance by the Wangjaesan
Light Music Band sometime in 2015- 2016 but had missed the
opportunity to see the Moranbong Band perform in 2017; the
testifier said that a ticket for the performance by the Moranbong
Band was approximately 50 yuan, which he/she considered
expensive. The testifier also stated that, while one needs to pay
only 5-10 yuan to enjoy rides at an amusement park, they end up
spending several tens of yuan when they buy food at the park.'622

These testimonies demonstrate that the right to take part in

1620_NKHR2023000017 2023-07-31.
1621_NKHR2022000042-2 2023-07-31.
1622_NKHR2023000001 2023-04-07.
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cultural life is not enjoyed equally by all North Korean people.

E. Inequality in the Standard of Living

In order to lead a basic human life, it is crucial for a person to
have an adequate standard of living, including food, clothing, and
housing. Article 25 of the UDHR clearly outlines the right of
every person to enjoy an adequate standard of living. According
to the provision, “Everyone has the right to a standard of living
adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of his
family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and
necessary social services, and the right to security in the event of
unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other
lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control” (Article
25, paragraph 1). It also stipulates that “motherhood and
childhood are entitled to special care and assistance” and that “all
children, whether born in or out of wedlock, shall enjoy the same
social protection” (Article 25, paragraph 2). The provision thus
states that an adequate standard of living necessary for
maintaining human dignity, i.e., an adequate standard of living

necessary to live a human life, must be guaranteed for everyone.

The right to enjoy an adequate standard of living for oneself
and one’s family is also stipulated in the ICESCR. The ICESCR
acknowledges the right of everyone to “an adequate standard of

living for himself and his family, including adequate food,

6. Discrimination and Inequality | 797

<
)
=
=)
=
m
1]
c
®
0]

A Med




clothing and housing” and specifies that the States Parties to the
Covenant must take appropriate measures to ensure the realization

of this right (Article 11, paragraph 1).

Article 11 of the ICESCR

The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of
everyone to an adequate standard of living for himself and his
family, including adequate food, clothing and housing, and to the

Paragraph 1 continuous improvement of living conditions. The States Parties will
take appropriate steps to ensure the realization of this right,
recognizing to this effect the essential importance of international
co-operation based on free consent.

The States Parties to the present Covenant, recognizing the
fundamental right of everyone to be free from hunger, shall take,
individually and through international co—operation, the measures,
including specific programmes, which are needed:
(a) To improve methods of production, conservation and distribution
of food by making full use of technical and scientific knowledge, by
Paragraph 2 disseminating knowledge of the principles of nutrition and by
developing or reforming agrarian systems in such a way as to
achieve the most efficient development and utilization of natural
resources;
(b) Taking into account the problems of both food-importing and
food-exporting countries, to ensure an equitable distribution of
world food supplies in relation to need.

North Korea asserts that it has a superior social system that
embodies a human-centered Juche ideology, which is also
referred to as “socialism of our style,” and claims to prohibit all
forms of social inequality.'623 Furthermore, North Korea

emphasizes that it guarantees its people the “right to an adequate

1623_“The most superior social system that embodies a human-centered ideology,”
Rodong Sinmun, 19 November 2019.
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standard of living” by “supplying food at giveaway prices” and

providing housing “virtually free of charge.”1624

However, North Korea’s food rationing system does not
function properly, and the basic resources necessary to maintain a
human life, such as housing and electricity, are not sufficiently
provided. In particular, the percentage of the population with
proper access to electricity was reported to be only 34.6%.1625 A
North Korean defector who defected in 2019 said that, due to a
lack of electricity in Hyesan, Yanggang Province, he/she watched
television using solar panels imported from China and often used
firewood purchased from marketplaces (jangmadang).!526
Another North Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified
that, in North Hamgyeong Province, electricity was supplied for a
limited period of time to turn on lights, watch television, and
do ironing, and the testifier used firewood for cooking and
heating.'®27 A North Korean defector who defected in 2021
reported that electricity was available about 5-6 times a year, for
approximately two hours each time, mainly in the summer, and

there was no electricity supply during the winter.'28 A North

1624_DPRK Association for Human Rights Studies, DPRK Association for Human
Rights Studies Report (Pyongyang: DPRK Association for Human Rights
Studies, 2014), p. 64.

1625_/bid, p. 61.
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Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that electricity
was provided only for 1-2 hours on special occasions, such as
when Kim Jong Un gave a New Year’s speech or when a military
review was held.'629 According to other North Korean defectors
who defected in 2019, electricity is supplied during national
holidays and, in 2019, electricity was only available for about 20
minutes on New Year’s Day (1 January) and for about half a day

on the Day of the Sun (15 April) 4-15.1630

It has been found that North Korean people employ various
methods to cope with electricity shortages depending on their
economic situation. Numerous testimonies have been collected
stating that ordinary residents often use sunlight chargers (i.e.,
solar panels) to address electricity shortages.'63' Some testifiers
have reported that they purchased electricity for extended use. A
North Korean defector who defected in 2019 said that, when
he/she lived in North Korea, electricity was supplied only from 7
pm to 10 pm, but people were able to use electricity 24 hours a
day if they paid 2,000 North Korean won. According to another
North Korean defector who defected in 2019, when electricity
was needed for reasons such as refrigeration, he/she paid 50 North

Korean won per month to the power distribution station for

1629_NKHR2022000042-2 2023-07-31.
1630_NKHR2023000018 2023-08-01; NKHR2023000019 2023-08-02.
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NKHR2022000042-2 2023-07-31; NKHR2023000061 2023-07-29.
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additional electricity.'®32 There was a case in which the testifier
who had worked at a factory enterprise used electricity supplied to
the factory,'®33 and another case where the testifier, who had
worked at a factory enterprise, paid 50 yuan per month to connect
the factory’s power lines to his/her home to use electricity.'634
According to a North Korean defector who defected in 2019,
some North Korean people buy gas cylinders for about 100-150
yuan per cylinder as an alternative to electricity; the testifier said
that, while the amount of gas contained in one cylinder can be
used for a little over a month, not many people opt to this method

because the price is burdensome for ordinary households.'635

In January 2009, North Korea adopted the Housing Law that
specifies the principle of state responsibility for the provision of
housing. Article 3 of the North Korean Housing Law stipulates
that North Korea’s socialist system is inherently required to take
responsibility to resolve people’s housing issues and the state
must, at its own expense, construct modern houses in urban and
rural areas for the people. The Law also stipulates that, with
respect to housing allocation, priority must be granted to families
of revolutionary martyrs, families of patriotic martyrs, families of

the war dead, families of civilians who died during the war,

1632_NKHR2023000020 2023-08-04.
1633_NKHR2023000017 2023-07-31.
1634_NKHR2023000019 2023-08-02.
1635_ /brd.
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national heroes, war veterans, honored veterans, discharged
military officers, teachers, scientists, technicians, persons of

merit, and innovative contributors (Article 30).

Since Kim Jong Un came to power, housing construction has
been an important policy topic in discussions of how to improve
the quality of life for North Korean people, along with the
improvement of conditions at parks and amusement parks. At the
8th Party Congress of the KWP held in 2021, the construction of
50,000 houses in Pyongyang and 25,000 houses in Geomdeok
District was proposed as part of the new five-year national
economic development plan.'636 In its 2021 VNR report, North
Korea highlighted that it provides dwellings to the people free of
charge and that it has been carrying out large-scale housing
construction to meet the increased housing demand.'637
Moreover, at the 6th Plenary Meeting of the 8th Central Committee
of the KWP held in 2022, “rural housing construction” was
emphasized as the primary important policy issue regarding
housing construction.'3® However, no testimony has been

documented regarding the experience of being assigned a newly

1636_“Let’'s make our capital city grand once again with the construction of 50,000
houses,” Korean Central News Agency, 24 March 2021; “Robust promotion of
housing construction in Geomdeok District,” Korean Central News Agency, 12
May 2021.

1637_DPRK, “Democratic People’s Republic of Korea Voluntary National Review on
the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for the Sustainable Development,”
p. 36.

1638_“Nationwide initiative for rural housing construction scheduled for this year in
full swing,” Rodong Sinmun, 27 June 2023.

802 | White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea 2023



constructed house. A North Korean defector who defected in
2019 said that, although his/her family was eligible for a priority
housing allocation because one of the family members was a
discharged military officer, his/her family did not apply for
housing because they were not familiar with the information at the

time. 1639

Defector testimonies have confirmed that buying and selling
houses is not difficult in North Korea. North Korean defectors
who defected in 2019 testified that buying and selling houses and
moving to a new house are not difficult in Gilju and Hyesan.'640
A North Korean defector who defected in 2019 testified that
honored veterans and discharged military officers who are
assigned a newly constructed house are not allowed to sell the
house immediately after its assignment, but they can sell their
residency certificate (i.e., a permit to use the house) after living
there for a certain period of time.'64" Another testifier claimed
that, although he/she had not been assigned state-owned housing,
him/her and four other family members had lived in a 15 pyeong
(approximately 49.6 square meters) house from 2014 to 2019 and

never attempted to move to another house.'%42 According to the

1639_NKHR2023000020 2023-08-04.

1640_NKHR2023000018 2023-08-01; NKHR2023000001 2023-04-07; NKHR2023000002
2023-04-11.

1641_NKHR2023000020 2023-08-04.
1642_NKHR2023000006 2023-04-17.
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testifier, at the time, a 13-15 pyeong house suitable for two to
three people cost approximately 2 million North Korean won and
an apartment unit cost approximately 20 million North Korean
won.'643 Moreover, a North Korean defector testified that
moving within the same city, county or town (eup) is possible and
those with money can even move to another city or county, but

moving to Pyongyang is difficult.’644

It appears that North Korea has been increasing the supply of
housing not only in cities but also in rural areas. However, some
cases have been reported in which people’s satisfaction with
newly constructed houses was low due to their low completion
quality and poor accessibility.'645 In addition, there were some
cases in which people did not have sufficient access to
information about housing allocation. Additional observations are
required to determine if there is any form of discrimination or
exclusion in the supply of newly constructed houses and if

housing transactions are in any way restricted.

F. Evaluation

In North Korea, discrimination based on background (songbun)

1643_NKHR2023000002 2023-04-11.
1644_NKHR2022000042-2 2023-07-31.

1645_“Some residents in Geomdeok District refuse to move into their new houses
due to poor location,” Daily NK; 30 March 2023.
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and class continues to function as a key system that creates
inequality in diverse aspects of people’s lives. Discrimination by
background (songbun) and class remains unchanged with regard
to admission to the Party, job placement, appointment as and
promotion to an official, entrance to schools, enlistment in the
military and assignment of their residential area. After Kim Jong
Un came to power, the system of discrimination operated on the
basis of “family background (fodae),” on which the classification
by background (songbun) and class is based, has been partially
relaxed. However, in the midst of the intensification of corruption,
injustice and the gap between the rich and poor, another form of
discrimination, based on economic power, is in operation. One’s
background (songbun) plays a decisive role in appointment as an
official, and it still has an influence on promotion, social
treatment and relationships. Moreover, given that movement of
people between Pyongyang and the provinces is still strictly
controlled since Kim Jong Un came to power, and surveillance on
and discrimination against ethnic Chinese and returnees from
Japan continue to occur, it is difficult to say that the existing
discrimination based on family background (fodae) and
background (songbun) has been mitigated, but rather, new forms
of discrimination and inequality based on economic power coexist
with the existing system of discrimination. Cultural facilities are
concentrated in Pyongyang and other urban areas, and disparities

exist in accessibility to cultural facilities depending on one’s
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economic status. Moreover, the limited supply of ideological and
propaganda-driven cultural content further restricts North Korean
people’s right to freely enjoy culture. Given that the basic
resources necessary to maintain a human life, such as housing and
electricity, are not sufficiently provided, elements of inequality
that limit the people’s ability to enjoy an adequate standard of

living continue to exist in North Korean society.
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