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Five years have passed since the first outbreak of the North Korean food and economic crisis. It caused more than 300,000 people to die of starvation, and the situation has not improved much since.  Although there are many changes within North Korea, and the food crisis is a little better, the conditions under which the people live inside the country are still very harsh.  Sources tell us that the food situation is better this year and that the central distribution system has resumed. But it is only for workers who have remained at work (50 to 60 percent of the total number of workers) and food is distributed only about 5 to 15 days per month.  Thus, the rest of the population still has to rely on their own devices to survive to this day. 

About Internally Displaced Persons in North Korea

Approximately 30 percent of the workforce (excluding the military and government officials) have become internally displaced, that is, left their homes in one way or another.  They usually sell small amounts of goods abroad or shifting from one place to another, do piecework just sufficient to survive day to day. Running a business on their own is against the law and therefore unsustainable, where even workers have abandoned their work to gather food.  Initially this phenomenon began as just a temporary measure and the persons went back to their homes; however, unlivable conditions at home gave them no choice but to leave. Floods of persons began streaming from one place to another.  It is highly unlikely that they would accumulate monetary benefit from conducting business; rather it is their last resort for survival.  Since everyone is out to sell goods, there is not much demand - one of the displaced in China testified that when he and his family left home and became internally displaced, they sold their house for three dishes of noodles.                                                         

The major cause for the increase in the number of North Korean IDPs is probably the disintegration of families, a contributing factor to the high number of unaccompanied IDP children in North Korea.  Missing persons were created when one family member left his or her hometown to find resources.  A chain reaction then followed -- another member of the family would then leave to search for the one who is missing.  Also the death of family members is another reason for family disintegration.   So many people died during the height of the food crisis from 1995 to 1997.  Another noticeable feature is that some of the families have to choose between the family or their individual lives, that is, they are forced to separate and abandon their home in order to survive, given the cut-off of government food rations and the sale of all useful household effects for food.

Trends Discerned from Collected Information

North Korean IDPs could arbitrarily be classified as "mobile" displaced persons because they are not settled in any particular area. For a number of reasons, this would not be possible in the North Korean situation.  Consider that the national authorities heavily control the village population and that even the people who are residing in the village have to report to the authorities.  Due to this particular characteristic, the number of independent unaccompanied minor is apparently very high - after all, they need to be on the move all the time, hence they do not stick together as family once they become internally displaced.  Another major reason is that usually children become internally displaced after the family breaks down.

According to the testimonies of North Korean displaced persons in China, for young women who do not have any particular resources to start a small trade, one of the main ways they support themselves (they said the most) is prostitution.  Prostitution in North Korea is regarded as the most ‘shameful activity’ that any woman can engage in.  However, in order to survive, some of them would even offer their body just for a meal.   

The unaccompanied children (Kkot-jebi: flower swallow - is an indiscriminate term for displaced people without specifying age, but here it is used for children) roaming around market places or busy areas of cities to beg and scavenge for food. In the process of scavenging, they may get beaten, but as one of the refugees testified, the "battered body is better than being starved to death".

Most of the North Koreans including the IDPs travel by trains due to energy constraints.  To travel by train officially, it is necessary for a traveler to have a travel pass, train ticket and a citizen identification card.  It is in fact a criminal offense to travel without carrying the citizen identification and/or travelling card. Hence, anyone caught without a travel pass and citizen ID card (most of the IDPs fall into this category) is handed over to the police and then is sent to a  temporary labour camp (following the order of Kim Jungil, the North Korean government has transformed the motels at the station of each city into concentration/labour camps for displaced people caught on the spot including unaccompanied children) before their identifications were screened and sentences were determined then sent to indoctrination camps near their hometown. In 1996, travelers without an ID card had to clear out bodies from the 927 camps in Hamheung.  

Those who do not hold travel passes still are treated as offenders who need to be sent to either indoctrination camps or labour camps for a short period of time, where human rights are unimaginably abused. So much so that they have to participate in labour all day and consume only a little bit of thin cornmeal gruel with salt water. 

Difficulties in Obtaining Information 

It is almost impossible to get concrete firsthand information about the situation in North Korea.

We were only able to obtain Information from second-hand data from North Korean externally displaced persons in China.  Most of them were classified as political refugees at the time of the research.  Hence, concerns for their security was a prime concern - at times we had to move to another site during the interview.  Samples could not be chosen at random.  We had to interview as many refugees as possible so that the samples could not be chosen at random; thus the concentration on some areas for regional, occupational and age differences could not be avoided.

Distribution of Relief to Internally Displaced Persons

As it is mentioned in Guiding Principle 25, the national authority has the primary duty for providing assistance to the internally displaced.  Unfortunately this is not the case for the North Korean situation, where the national authority does not recognise even the existence of IDP within North Korea.  Although when the food distribution reemerged in recent times, none of the IDPs are entitled to get any food since all the distribution is based on the institution level and IDPs are the ones who have been removed from the community institutions. Current distribution system, therefore, reduces the chance of getting assistance of the international and government aid.

In September 1998, the relief agency Médiecins Sans Frontières (MSF) withdrew its workers from North Korea, being unable to negotiate with the government for better monitoring and clarity of the system for them to keep working within North Korea. Although several relief agencies have operated in North Korea, the government has put severe restrictions on their operations.  

In the best interest for those who are displaced, a different approach is needed towards providing relief to North Korea. The worst of the food and economic crisis may have past; however, the crisis is far from over.  
Our recommendation to overcome the systematic obstacles as follows:  First, there needs to be  mass food relief.  While it is true that people are not dying of hunger, masses of people are suffering from malnutrition and inadequate medical support.  Mass food relief would lead to a  trickle-down approach. Secondly, support and investment in the agricultural and other secondary industries are required to restore and rejuvenate infrastructure so that IDPs can  return home and resume their lifestyles.

