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North Korea  

 

In April 2009 the parliament of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (North Korea) 

revised the country’s constitution to include, among others, a provision that North Korea 

“respects and protects human rights.” North Korea seems to be trying to improve its 

international image in response to continuing criticism over its poor human rights record.  

 

The revised constitution defines the chairman of the National Defense Commission 

(currently Kim Jong Il) as “supreme leader” of the country overseeing all “national business.” 

As Kim has been undisputed leader since the 1994 death of his father Kim Il Sung, the 

change appears to be an attempt to quell rumors of his weakened leadership after a 

reported stroke in September 2008. 

 

Despite lip-service to human rights in the constitution, human rights conditions in North 

Korea remain dire. There is no organized political opposition, free media, functioning civil 

society, or religious freedom. Arbitrary arrest, detention, and torture and ill-treatment of 

detainees, and lack of due process remain serious issues. North Korea operates detention 

facilities including those popularly known as “political prison camps” where hundreds of 

thousands of its citizens—including children—are enslaved in deplorable conditions for 

various anti-state offenses. Collective punishment is the norm for such crimes. Periodically, 

the government publicly executes citizens for stealing state property, hoarding food, and 

other “anti-socialist” crimes.  

 

Food Shortages 

Although the country recovered from the 1990s famine that killed millions, North Korea’s 

lack of high-quality seeds, fuel, fertilizer, advanced agricultural technologies, and even 

decent storage facilities have repeatedly resulted in domestic production being far too 

inadequate to feed its entire population. In September 2009 the World Food Programme 

reported that a third of North Korean women and children are malnourished and the country 

will run short by almost 1.8 million metric tons of food, which North Korea would need to 

import or obtain as aid.  

 



Since the famine, markets have replaced the practically defunct ration system as the main 

source of food for most North Koreans. Very few (mostly high-ranking members of the 

military or security forces) still receive full rations. Reports of crackdowns and restrictions on 

market activities raise concerns about their effect on the livelihood of the North Koreans who 

depend on such activities to survive.  

 

Refugees and Asylum Seekers 

North Korea criminalizes leaving the country without state permission. Border-crossers face 

grave punishments upon repatriation such as torture, lengthy terms in horrendous detention 

facilities, and even execution, depending on what they did and who they met while abroad.  

 

In early October 2009, 11 North Koreans aboard a fishing boat drifted into South Korean 

waters. South Korean authorities interrogated the arrivals and announced that all 11 sought 

asylum, rejecting North Korea’s repeated demand that they be repatriated. Some 17,000 

North Korean refugees live in South Korea. 

 

Most North Koreans escape through the country’s northern border with China. Hundreds of 

thousands have fled since the 1990s, and some have settled in China’s Yanbian Korean 

Autonomous Prefecture. Despite its obligation to offer protection to refugees, Beijing 

categorically labels North Koreans in China “illegal” economic migrants and routinely 

repatriates them. Many North Korean women in China live with Chinese men in de facto 

marriages. Even if they have lived there for years, they are not entitled to legal residence and 

remain vulnerable to arrest and repatriation. Some North Korean women and girls are 

trafficked into forced marriage or forced prostitution in China.  

 

Other than South Korea, a relatively small number of North Korean refugees have settled in 

other countries. At this writing, Japan has accepted about 200, and the United States has 

accepted close to 100, North Koreans in total. Germany, the United Kingdom, and a few other 

European countries together have accepted more than 500 North Koreans in recent years. 

Some were given humanitarian status, rather than refugee status. 

 

Children’s Rights 

In a December 2008 report, Citizens’ Alliance for North Korean Human Rights, a Seoul-based 

NGO, said children in North Korea face discrimination in access to education, humanitarian 

aid, and health protection, depending on which political class their families belong to. Their 

status also affects whether they must perform military service, including before age 18. 

 



 

Thousands of children in China born to North Korean mothers and Chinese fathers are forced 

to live without a legal identity or legal access to elementary education, to avoid their 

mothers being identified and repatriated. North Korean children who migrate to China have 

no legal right to obtain household registration papers. By law, North Korean and half-North 

Korean children should be admitted to schools without being required to submit household 

registration papers, but in reality, most schools require such documentation. Some parents 

and guardians of North Korean children resort to bribery or trickery to ensure children can go 

to school. 

 

Labor Rights 

About 40,000 North Korean workers are employed in North Korea’s Kaesong Industrial 

Complex (KIC) where they produce mostly consumer goods for South Korean businesses. The 

law governing working conditions in the complex falls far short of international standards on 

freedom of association, the right to collective bargaining, gender discrimination and sexual 

harassment, and hazardous child labor.  

 

North Koreans are also reportedly employed in Bulgaria, China, Iraq, Kuwait, Mongolia, and 

Russia. In some countries, activists have expressed concern about Pyongyang’s attempt to 

restrict the workers’ freedom of movement and association, the constant presence of 

“minders” accompanying workers, and that large portions of their salaries are reportedly 

taken by agencies or the North Korean government.  

 

In an August 2009 documentary, the BBC reported that about 1,500 North Korean workers 

are employed in Russian logging camps. A local official with a timber firm told the BBC the 

North Koreans have only two rest days per year and face punishments when they fail to meet 

their production target. Some of those who escaped such camps have been living in hiding 

in Russia.  

 

Key International Actors 

In 2009 North Korea’s missile and nuclear weapons program grabbed headlines across the 

world and dominated diplomatic efforts by foreign governments.  

 

North Korea launched a long-range ballistic missile in April. The United Nations Security 

Council issued a statement condemning the move, and in protest North Korea quit 

multilateral efforts at ending its nuclear weapons program—the so-called Six-Party talks 

involving the two Koreas, the US, China, Japan, and Russia.  

 



North Korea then conducted a nuclear test in May, sparking widespread condemnation. In 

response, the UN Security Council adopted a resolution in June that called for an expansion 

of an arms embargo and for UN member states to inspect cargo vessels and airplanes 

suspected of carrying military materiel in or out of North Korea.  

 

The start of 2009 saw deteriorating relations between the two Koreas. Since President Lee 

Myung-bak took office in early 2008, South Korea (North Korea’s main donor for a decade) 

suspended aid and openly criticized North Korea’s nuclear ambitions, in a new policy that 

emphasizes reciprocity. In March North Korea arrested Yoo Seong-jin, a technician for South 

Korea’s Hyundai Group working at the KIC, for allegedly criticizing the North Korean political 

system. In July North Korea detained four South Korean fishermen who accidentally strayed 

into its waters. By August, however, North Korea began sending conciliatory signals to South 

Korea by releasing Yoo and the fishermen, and sending a high-level delegation to the funeral 

of former President Kim Dae-jung. In September it allowed family reunion meetings, after a 

two-year suspension. North Korean officials hinted that they expect food aid from South 

Korea in return.  

 

The longstanding issue of some 500 South Koreans allegedly abducted by the North Korean 

government for propaganda or to train spies remains unresolved. South Korea also believes 

hundreds of South Korean prisoners of war from the 1950-53 Korean War remain in North 

Korea against their will.  

 

North Korea’s relations with the United States remained largely unchanged, but the two 

countries held a couple of high-level meetings. In March North Korea arrested two US 

journalists, Euna Lee and Laura Ling from California-based Current TV, on charges including 

illegal entry. They were sentenced to 12 years of labor, but reportedly remained in detention 

at a government guesthouse. In August, upon the visit of former US president Bill Clinton, 

Kim Jong Il pardoned the two and sent them home.  

 

In September the US government appointed a new envoy on human rights in North Korea.   

In late October, Ri Gun, director general of North American Affairs at North Korea’s Foreign 

Ministry, visited the US to meet with Sung Kim, US special envoy for the Six-Party talks.  

 

In October, upon his return from a three-day visit to Pyongyang, Chinese Prime Minister Wen 

Jiabao called for the US and North Korea to engage in a dialogue to revive multilateral talks 

aimed at ending North Korea’s nuclear weapons program.  

 



 

North Korea’s relations with Japan remained frosty, largely due to a dispute over abductees. 

North Korea admitted in 2002 that its agents had abducted 13 Japanese, and returned five to 

Japan, but claimed the other eight had died. Japan insists that the number of its abducted 

citizens is higher. 

 

In a September 2009 report for the UN General Assembly, Vitit Muntarbhorn, UN special 

rapporteur on human rights in North Korea, criticized North Korea for its “abysmal” human 

rights record, citing food shortages, public executions, and torture, and called on North 

Korea to stop punishing people seeking asylum elsewhere, and institute democratic 

processes. In November the General Assembly adopted a new resolution criticizing serious 

human rights violations in North Korea.  



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


