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It grew obvious that North Koreans would face a major food

shortage in the upcoming winter.’

Upon visiting North Korea in August 2007, my lasting
impression of the country was its dire need for prolonged
aid and investment. While my government minders had
attempted to show me only the best parts of Pyongyang and
the countryside, the poverty was impossible to mask. Even the
privileged children of the capital city lacked proper nutrition
and medicine.? While visiting a middle school, I witnessed a
child faint from exhaustion, after which the other children
tried to mitigate our concerns by saying, “Il-ee upsemnee-
dah,” colloquial North Korean for “It’s no big deal.” Yet,
the dark circles under their eyes revealed that, due to con-
stant malnutrition, fainting spells were nothing out of the
ordinary for even the most privileged in this country.
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Most North Koreans citizens lack
basichuman necessities, including food,
shelter, and clothing. After experienc-
ing a famine in the late 1990s, severe
food shortages have persisted. Mean-
while, survival—for both the regime
and citizens—has hinged upon foreign
assistance from international donors,
mainly the United States, South Korea,
Japan, and China.® However, these
donor countries have had little success
in affecting domestic policies rang-
ing from nuclear security to human
rights. Nevertheless, recent economic
and social developments—glimpses of
which I saw during my visit—made it
clear that the government was struggling
desperately to retain its decades-long
control over the population.

The Regime. North Koreans lack
political freedoms as well as basic
human necessities. Previous efforts by
the international community to address
the human rights situation in North
Korea have proven difficult due to
backlashes from the regime. According
to Andrei Lankov, a scholar on North
Korean society, “the regime is remark-
ably immune to outside pressure.”* The
regime has hitherto held a monopoly
over information to “extremes unprec-
edented even among Communist dicta-
torships” in order to keep the popula-
tion under tight control. The United
Nations (UN), the European Union
(EU), South Korea's Lee Myung-bak
government, the United States, and
others have issued resolutions and state-
ments decrying the regime’s human
rights record. North Korea, however,
remains highly suspicious of interna-
tional calls for human rights improve-
ments, and has denounced resolutions
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adopted by the UN Commission on
Human Rights (UNCHR) and UN
General Assembly as politically moti-
vated.® The argument that such resolu-
tions constitute “human rights attacks”
and an “infringement on our sover-
eignty” was often used against outside
efforts to address this issue.

According to Juche, the North Kore-
an socialist ideology, state sovereignty
and self-reliance are necessary pre-
cursors to the enjoyment of universal
human rights. In the meantime, the
government often refers to what it calls
“our-style human rights."6 Faced with
mounting international pressure, such
a response is typical for a regime preoc-
cupied with its own survival. According
to an analysis by the Korea Institute for
National Unification, “the leadership
perceives two fundamental imperatives
at any given juncture: regime security
and pragmatic needs.”” Thus, over the
years, the society has grown extremely
isolationist under the Workers’ Party.8
Yet, the current economic and social
landscape appears more susceptible to
change from forces beyond the control
of the government.

The 1990s Famine as a
Launching Point for Change.
North Korea has experienced major
societal ruptures since the mid-1990s.
Though food scarcity has long been a
constant concern for the country, the
recent famine was particularly devas-
tating. Observers have attributed to
the famine anywhere from 1.5 to 3
million deaths. According to Human
Rights Watch, the failure of the Public
Distribution System (PDS) to deliver
adequate amounts of food to the popu-
lation was the culprit for the disaster. In



addition to the overall deficit in food,
the rationing system was based on loy-
alty and status rather than on need.? As
a consequence, whole segments of the
population received no food through
the PDS during the height of the fam-
ine. Until restrictions on food trade
and farmers’ markets were lifted during
the latter part of the crisis, most North
Koreans were hard pressed to find via-
ble options for survival.’® As part of the
program, the government also severely
restricted travel within its borders and
required its citizens to obtain visas for
traveling from one town to another.
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individuals.”"* People were able to trav-
el outside of their home districts to buy
food or to establish farmers’ markets.
Perhaps fearing that these minimal
liberalizations had eroded its author-
ity, the government officially re-estab-
lished the PDS on 1 October 2005.
The regime cracked down on unofficial
markets and asked the World Food
Programme, the U.S. Agency for Inter-
national Development (USAID), and
other organizations that require con-
trol over their own food distribution
to leave. Despite these setbacks, some
changes in North Korea’s economy and

Recent economic and social develop-
ments—glimpses of which I saw during my

visit—made it clear that the government was
struggling desperately to retain its decades-
long control over the population.

Facing intense international pres-
sure and constant media coverage, Kim
Jong-il eventually discontinued the
PDS in 1996, allowing people to find
food on their own." Ironically, tear-
ing down the PDS and allowing private
trade enhanced overall access to food.
According to Human Rights Watch,
major changes occurred in the pre-
viously tightly controlled agricultural
sector that allowed for improved food
“The

central government allowed provin-

production and distribution:

cial governments to engage in food
trading, which had been its exclusive
domain, allocated farmland to factories
and urban households and not just to
cooperative farms, and largely turned

a blind eye to private food trading by

society have been increasingly difficult
for the ruling regime to reverse.

The ubiquity of the black market has
emerged as one lasting change. People
across the social spectrum, including
government officials, now depend on
the secondary economy to acquire goods
for their survival. This is a setback to a
regime that should in theory control
the entire economy. This economic
trend also corresponds to the forma-
tion of social relationships (“patron—
client networks”) that help an individ-
ual acquire necessities through personal
connections, rather than through offi-
cial processes.”® According to the 2008
White Paper on Human Rights, pub-
lished by Korean Institute for National
Unification (KINU):
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Most ordinary citizens would
spend the day at the market
even though they were required
to report to work. They would
simply check the attendance
("punch—in") and leave for the
market. High officials who could
not engage in private business
themselves would engage in ped-
dling through family members or
receive money from the peddlers

by looking after their problems.™

also had

a profound impact on the spread of

Patron-client networks

information. During the famine, these
informal networks and the unprec-
edented movement of the population
provided a means of communication
outside of official outlets, a freedom
which the regime heavily restrict-
ed before the famine. In the past,
the North Korean government held a
tighter control over communication
and a monopoly over the supply of food
and other necessities. Now, however,
the leverage that the government once
maintained over its people through the
social security system has largely dete-
riorated.’

A Re%ime Struggling to Main-
tain Control. The regime has been
trying assiduously to reclaim its com-
mand over the economy. The 2009
currency devaluation was seen as a mea-
sure to eradicate black market activity.
The devaluation, however, incited only
devastating chaos: “the reform crippled
markets, drove up the price of rice and
other goods and led to riots and physi-
cal confrontations between civilians and
police in some places.”16 Pak Nam-gi, a
ranking member of the Worker’s Party
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and a key proponent of the revaluation,
was fired from his position. Premier
Kim Yong-il subsequently apologized
for the blatant failure of the measure.
In fact, the regime has already “allowed
use of foreign currency and eased
restriction on market activities.”"” The
fallout from the currency revaluation
suggests that the government can no
longer dictate economic measures and
that the public now has a larger influ-
ence on the regime’s actions. Previous
economic measures, however disastrous
to people’s general livelihood, had not
merited an apology such as this one.
The currency devaluation is the gov-
ernment’s second attempt in eliminat-
ing the black market. In 2002 Pyong-
yang enacted major economic reforms
to counteract its dramatic rise through
various measures, including the official
recognition of some informal markets
already in existence. It also relaxed
collectivism in the agricultural sector
and tested a pilot private farming ini-
tiative. Unfortunately, this only led
to partial economic alleviation—most-
ly for political elites—and worsened
general economic conditions through
unemployment and extreme inflation
for necessities such as food. The price
of rice, for example, increased three-
fold in 2003 and 2004, which would
require approximately 80 percent of
the income of a non-elite citizen liv-
ing in the city.18 Therefore, the 2002
reforms exacerbated the inflation and
unemployment problems that made the
shadow economy the best solution for
most people. Again in 2009, the gov-
ernment tried passing reforms to coun-
teract the black market. Yet, they are in
a position to fail, as the government has
already taken the unprecedented step of



apologizing for the extreme inflation
that swept the country as a result.”

The regime has been struggling with
more than simply the black market. The
growing rate of defections and illicit
movement to China has also proven
difficult to reverse. During the famine
in the late 1990s, North Koreans began
crossing the border into China for
food and other resources.** Although
it violates the terms of its ascension to
the International Covenant of Civil
and Political Rights, the North Korean
regime still prohibits the free move-
ment of its citizens in and out of the
country. Nevertheless, the defection
rate continues to rise. In 2008 the
Chosun Ilbo reported 2,809 defec-
tions to South Korea, an increase of
IO percent from the previous year, with
approximately 15,000 total defectors
resettled in the South.* In addition,
according to the U.S. Committee for
Refugees and Immigrants, there are
approximately 11,000 North Korean
refugees in China.?* KINU estimates
that 20,000 to 40,000 escapees have
fled north.*® The upward trend in
defections throughout the late 1990s
and 2000s has prompted increased
enforcement and harsher consequences
for illegally leaving the country.

The growing use of police force to
maintain control over its population,
coupled with a failing economy, suggests
that the government is struggling more
than ever to retain its power through
the use of fear. In 1998 the North
Korean government briefly relaxed the
law for people crossing the border to
China for but

then forced most returnees into labor

“economic”’ reasons,

camps for one to six months.?* In
2004 the government increased the
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penalty for leaving the country to five
years in prison. Family members of
defectors who remain in the coun-
try are reported to “have been forc-
ibly relocated to remote areas.”?® When
another food crisis emerged in 2006,
the North Korean government did not
relax its policies on defections, as it had
in 1998; instead, it increased control
over the nation’s borders, signing an
agreement with China to curtail the rate
of defection. In December 2006 offi-
cials conducted a nationwide “absentee
check” as the Border Patrol Command
carried out an “arrest campaign,” con-
tinuing to crack down on attempted

defectors.?®

Despite these economic
and police measures, black markets and
defections persist, indicating a certain
permanence to the changes that have

happened in North Korean society.

A First Hand Account. Asa mem-
ber of an American NGO visiting the
country, I expected to see grim-faced
pedestrians in drab clothing walking the
streets of Pyongyang. Yet, I was shocked
to encounter ladies who were wearing
pink, orange, yellow, and bright blue.
I was even more surprised to see food
kiosks, bike shops, and other signs of
entrepreneurship throughout the city.
Although the 2002 reforms had caused
hyperinflation, private sector activity
subsequently flourished and emerged
as a continuing trend during my visit
in 2007.%” In this notoriously isolated
country, I was surprised to see a num-
ber of foreign goods. At a public park,
I encountered a child wearing a Spider-
man shirt, presumably imported from
China. I found it ironic that even Spi-
derman, an American superhero, had

already arrived in Pyongyang.
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The fact that seemingly irreversible
trends, such as black markets and infor-
mal networks of communication, have
already prevailed proves that change is
possible even under a regime such as
North Korea’s. The strength of these
markets and networks has weakened
the iron fist of the regime. Perse-
cution will most likely prevail against
those involved in unsanctioned activi-
ties, such as illegal border crossings
into China and the reselling of goods

bought there. The government may also
continue its experiment with economic
policies designed to discourage black
market activity. However, the regime
has thus far failed in reversing these
trends and would find itself in an even
more difficult position as time goes on.
In the short term, these developments
give hope for further changes in North
Korea that will continue to strengthen
private society and erode the power of
the regime.
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