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North Korea 
 

There has been no discernible improvement in human rights in the Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea (DPRK or North Korea) since Kim Jong-Un assumed power after his 
father’s death in 2011. The government continues to impose totalitarian rule. In response 
to the systematic denial of basic freedoms in the country, the United Nations Human 
Rights Council unanimously established a commission of inquiry in April 2013 to 
investigate whether such abuses amount to crimes against humanity and who should be 
held accountable. 
 
Although North Korea has ratified four key international human rights treaties and 
technically possesses a constitution with some rights protections, in reality the 
government represses all forms of freedom of expression and opinion and does not allow 
any organized political opposition, independent media, free trade unions, civil society 
organizations, or religious freedom. Those who attempt to assert rights, fail to 
demonstrate sufficient reverence for the party and its leadership, or otherwise act in ways 
deemed contrary to state interests face arbitrary arrest, detention, lack of due process, and 
torture and ill-treatment. The government also practices collective punishment for 
supposed anti-state offenses, effectively enslaving hundreds of thousands of citizens, 
including children, in prison camps and other detention facilities with deplorable 
conditions and forced labor.  
 

Torture and Inhumane Treatment 
North Korean refugees living in exile—some of whom fled after Kim Jong-Un took power—
told Human Rights Watch that people arrested in North Korea are routinely tortured by 
officials seeking confessions, bribes, and obedience. Common forms of torture include 
sleep deprivation, beatings with iron rods or sticks, kicking and slapping, and enforced 
sitting or standing for hours. Guards also sexually abuse female detainees.  
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Executions 
North Korea’s criminal code stipulates that the death penalty can be applied for vaguely 
defined offenses such as “crimes against the state” and “crimes against the people.” A 
December 2007 amendment to the penal code extended the death penalty to additional 
crimes, including non-violent offenses such as fraud and smuggling, as long as authorities 
determine the crime is “extremely serious.”   
 

Political Prisoner Camps 
North Korean refugees also confirm that persons accused of political offenses are usually 
sent to brutal forced labor camps, known as kwan-li-so, operated by North Korea’s 
National Security Agency. 
 
The government practices collective punishment, sending to forced labor camps not only the 
offender but also their parents, spouse, children, and even grandchildren. These camps are 
notorious for horrific living conditions and abuse, including induced starvation, little or no 
medical care, lack of proper housing and clothes, continuous mistreatment and torture by 
guards, and executions. Forced labor at the kwan-li-so often involves difficult physical labor 
such as mining, logging, and agricultural work, all done with rudimentary tools in often 
dangerous and harsh conditions. Death rates in these camps are reportedly extremely high. 
 
North Korea has never acknowledged that these kwan-li-so camps exist, but United States 
and South Korean officials now estimate that between 80,000 and 120,000 people may be 
imprisoned in them, including in camp No. 14 in Kaechun, No. 15 in Yodok, No. 16 in 
Hwasung, and No. 25 in Chungjin.  During the year, new satellite imagery indicated camp 
No. 22 in Hoeryung has been closed; it is unclear what happened to the estimated 30,000 
prisoners previously held at the camp.  
 

Freedom of Information and Movement 
The government uses fear—generated mainly by threats of detention, forced labor, and 
public executions—to prevent dissent, and imposes harsh restrictions on freedom of 
information and travel. 
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All media and publications are state controlled, and unauthorized access to non-state 
radio or TV broadcasts is punished.  North Koreans are punished if found with mobile 
media such as DVDs or computer ‘flash drives’ containing unauthorized TV programs, such 
as South Korean drama and entertainment shows. Unauthorized use of Chinese mobile 
phones to communicate with people outside North Korea is also harshly punished.  
 

Refugees and Asylum Seekers 
North Korea criminalizes leaving the country without state permission. Upon Kim Jong-Un’s 
ascension to power, the government issued a shoot-on-sight order to border guards to 
stop illegal crossing at the northern border into China. Since then, the government has 
increased rotations of North Korean border guards and cracked down on guards who turn a 
blind eye when people cross.  
 
People seeking to flee North Korea have also faced greater difficulties making the arduous 
journey from the North Korea border through China to Laos, and then into Thailand from 
where most are sent to South Korea. In a sign of the increased risks, the DPRK in May 2013 
persuaded Laos to return nine young defectors arrested in Vientiane, at least five of whom 
were children, to an unknown fate in North Korea. 
 
China continues to categorically label all North Koreans in China “illegal” economic 
migrants and routinely repatriates them, despite its obligation to offer protection to 
refugees under the Refugee Convention of 1951 and its 1967 protocol, to which it is a state 
party.  The certainty of harsh punishment upon repatriation has led many in the 
international community to argue that North Koreans fleeing into China should all be 
considered refugees sur place. Beijing regularly denies the office of UN High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) access to North Koreans in China.   
  
Former North Korean security officials who have defected told Human Rights Watch that 
North Koreans handed back by China face interrogation, torture, and referral to political 
prisoner or forced labor camps. The severity of punishments depend on North Korean 
authorities’ assessments of what the returnee did while in China.  
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Those suspected of simple trading schemes involving non-controversial goods are usually 
sent to work in forced labor brigades (known as ro-dong-dan-ryeon-dae, literally labor 
training centers) or jip-kyul-so (collection centers), criminal penitentiaries where forced 
labor is required. Harsh and dangerous working conditions purportedly result in significant 
numbers of people being injured or killed. 
 
Those whom authorities suspect of religious or political activities abroad, especially 
having any sort of contact with South Koreans, are often given lengthier terms in 
horrendous detention facilities known as kyo-hwa-so (correctional, reeducation centers) 
where forced labor is combined with chronic food and medicine shortages, harsh working 
conditions, and regular mistreatment by guards.    
 
North Korean women fleeing their country are frequently trafficked into forced de facto 
marriages with Chinese men. Even if they have lived there for years, these women are not 
entitled to legal residence and face possible arrest and repatriation. Many children of such 
unrecognized marriages lack legal identity or access to elementary education. 
 

Labor Rights 
North Korea is one of the few nations in the world that still refuses to join the International 
Labour Organization (ILO). Forced labor is essentially the norm in the country, and workers 
are systematically denied freedom of association and the right to organize and collectively 
bargain. The government firmly controls the only authorized trade union organization, the 
General Federation of Trade Unions of Korea.  
 
In April, the North Korea government unilaterally shut down the Kaesong Industrial 
Complex (KIC), close to the border between North and South Korea, where 123 South 
Korean companies employ over 50,000 North Korean workers. The KIC reopened in 
September after intensive negotiations to set up a joint North Korea-South Korea 
committee to oversee the complex. However, there was no change to the law governing 
working conditions, which fall far short of international standards.  
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Key International Actors 
North Korea’s record of cooperation with UN human rights mechanisms is arguably among 
the worst in the world. It ignores all resolutions on the human rights situation in North 
Korea adopted by the UN Human Rights Council (HRC) and the UN General Assembly, and 
has never responded to requests for visits from the UN special rapporteur on human rights 
in the DPRK.   
 
The April HRC resolution establishing a UN Commission of Inquiry (COI) on human rights in 
the DPRK constituted an important and warranted increase in UN scrutiny of the 
government’s rights record. The COI is due to report to the HRC in March 2014 on nine 
distinct areas of abuse “including the violation of the right to food, the violations 
associated with prison camps, torture and inhuman treatment, arbitrary detention, 
discrimination, violations of freedom of expression, violations of the right to life, violations 
of freedom of movement, and enforced disappearances, including in the form of 
abductions of nationals of other States, with a view to ensuring full accountability, in 
particular where these violations may amount to crimes against humanity.”  
 
In an oral update given to the HRC on September 16, Michael Kirby, chair of the COI, stated 
that “testimony heard thus far points to widespread and serious violations in all areas that 
the Human Rights Council asked the Commission to investigate” and to “large-scale 
patterns that may constitute systematic and gross human rights violations.” 
 
The COI has visited South Korea, Japan, Thailand, the United States, and United Kingdom, 
but to date North Korea has refused to cooperate. China has also declined to let the three 
COI commissioners visit the country to conduct investigations.  
 
Two weeks before conservative Park Geun-hye was sworn-in as new president of South 
Korea in February, North Korea conducted its third nuclear test in seven years, earning 
widespread international condemnation, including from its closest ally, China.  
 
North Korean threats, canceling of family reunification visits, and the five-month long 
shuttering of the Kaesong Industrial Complex, further contributed to a chill in North-South 
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relations. Six-party talks on denuclearizing the Korean peninsula—involving North and 
South Korea, China, Japan, Russia, and the US—remained moribund during the year.  
 
Japan continues to demand the return of 17 Japanese citizens that North Korea abducted in 
the 1970s and 1980s. Some Japanese civil society groups insist the number of abductees 
is much higher. South Korea’s government expanded its attention and efforts to press for 
the return of hundreds of its abducted citizens.   



<<
  /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


