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•  Because of the withdrawal of USSR and Chinese food subsid ies in the early 1990s
a nd the cumulative effect of collective fa r m i ng, food availability in North Ko re a
de c l i ned steadily and then plummeted between 1995 and 1997 when flooding fo l-
lowed by dro u g ht struck the count r y.

•  F rom 1994 to 1998, 2-3 million people died of starvation and hu nge r - related ill-
ne s s e s, and the fa m i ne has ge ne rated a ra nge of social and political effects.

•  B e g i n n i ng in 1994, the cent ral autho r i t ies appear to have tria ged the no r t he a s t
re g ion of the country by shu t t i ng down the public distribution system. In 1996,
t hey appear to have begun selective food distributio ns to people in the capital
c i t y, workers in critical indu s t r ie s, and party cadre s, leaving the rest of the popu-
l a t ion to fend for itself in the private ma r ke t s.

•  R e f u gees report that the fa m i ne has unde r m i ned popular support for the curre nt
p o l i t ical leadership. In 1995, a planned coup by military of f icers was unc o v e re d
by secret police in Ha m hu ng, the city most devastated by the fa m i ne. Public ange r
is mo re typically reflected in gro w i ng corruption, black ma r ket activitie s, and othe r
a nti-system behavio r.

•  I nt e r na t io nal food aid has stimulated private ma r ke t s, re duced the price of fo o d
in the ma r kets 25-35 perc e nt, and unde r m i ned cent ral go v e r n me nt pro p a g a nda
c o nc e r n i ng South Ko rea and the United States. 

•  T hose who have died or suffered most du r i ng the fa m i ne have been those una b l e
to adjust to the econo m ic reality of these new ma r kets either by gro w i ng their own
food or by pro duc i ng some other ma r ketable pro duct, labor, or service to exc h a nge
for fo o d.

•  R e duced purchases of Chinese maize in 1999 will fo rce hig her prices in the private
ma r ke t s. Given the fragility of the private food system, and absent int e r na t io na l
a id, this situa t ion may plunge the mo u nt a i nous re g io ns of the country into a ne w
ro u nd of fa m i ne - related de a t hs.
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AB O U T T H E RE P O R T

This report analyzes the North Ko rean food crisis,
w h ich began in 1994 and evolved into a ma j o r

fa m i ne with high death ra t e s. The report cons ide r s
t he causes of the fa m i ne, the cent ral go v e r n me nt ’ s

re s p o nse to it, and the popular re a c t ion to the
go v e r n me nt’s inability to stem the steady collapse
of the old system, as well as the convulsive effects

of the fa m i ne on North Ko rean socie t y, politic a l
system, and military. The int e r na t io nal hu ma n i t a r i-

an aid re s p o nse to the fa m i ne has had the
u n i nt e nded affect of weake n i ng the cent ra l

go v e r n me nt’s cont rol over the society and has
s t i mulated irrevocable changes in the econo my.

T he report argues that much of the re g i me ’ s
ex t e r nal behavior is driven by the fa m i ne and

c o ns iders the implic a t io ns of the fa m i ne for the
f u t u re of the count r y.
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I n t ro d u c t i o n
While it is widely ackno w l e dged that the collapse of the North Ko rean econo my has

caused a severe food crisis, the severity and political implic a t io ns of the crisis have been
a source of cons ide rable dispute. A substant ial body of new evide nce ind icates that the
c o u ntry has been ex p e r ie nc i ng a major fa m i ne with abno r mally high mortality rates sinc e
1 9 9 4 .

T he food crisis did not begin with the floods in August 1995, as has been commo n l y
u nde r s t o o d, but with the sharp re duc t ion in heavily subsidized fo o d, equipme nt, and
c r ude oil from the Soviet Un ion and China in the early 1990s. This re duc t ion pre c i p i-
tated an agric u l t u ral and indu s t r ial de c l i ne of eno r mous ma g n i t ude. As output fell, the
c e nt ral go v e r n me nt initiated a “Let’s eat two meals a day” campaign to ra t ion dimin-
i s h i ng food supplie s. A family of defectors to South Ko rea in 1994 reported that
e l derly people were go i ng out to the fields to die to re l ieve their fa m i l ies of the bur-
den of feeding them (Samuel Kim, The Foreign Policy of North Ko r e a, 1998). In the i r
s t udy of North Ko rea’s de mo g ra p h ic s, Nic holas Eberstadt and Judith Bannister specu-
late that the unde r re p o r t i ng of elderly female de a t hs in of f ic ial population fig u res ma y
have been a func t ion of fa m i l ies wishing to cont i nue to receive their relatives’ ra t io ns
even after they had died (The Population of North Ko r e a, 1992). 

T he massive floods du r i ng August 1995 led to a cent ral go v e r n me nt appeal to the
World Food Pro g ram (WFP) for food aid. This na t u ral disaster and a series of suc c e s s i v e
dro u g hts and floods over the next three years are re s p o nsible for about 15-20 perc e nt
of the food de f icit fa c i ng the count r y, the rest being attributable to collectivist agric u l-
t u ral polic ies [WFP/Food and Ag r ic u l t u re Org a n i z a t ion (FAO) crop assessme nt, 1995].

Most of the food pro duc t ion estimates of the North Ko rean harvest fail to inc l ude
post-harvest losses attributable to poor stora ge, rot, ro de nt s, and insect infestatio n .
W F P / FAO reports have gra dually inc reased this estimate from 0 perc e nt in 1995 to 6 per-
c e nt in 1996 and 15 perc e nt in 1998. Russian scholar Ma r i na Yi Tr i b u y e n ko estima t e s
t he North Ko rean loss rate to be comparable to the annual Soviet loss rate of 30 perc e nt
( “ E c o no m ic Chara c t e r i s t ics and Prospects for Developme nt” in North Korea: Ideology,
Politics and Economy, edited by S. Han Park, 1995).

An acrimo n ious policy debate has been taking place within hu ma n i t a r ian org a n i z a-
t io ns about the severity of the fa m i ne — i nde e d, its very ex i s t e nc e — a nd the role of
i nt e r na t io nal food assistance in end i ng it. The questio ns being raised in the debate are
not new; they reflect legitimate conc e r ns about the effect of food aid to a count r y
w he re those with political authority may have objectives very differe nt from those of
hu ma n i t a r ian age nc ies trying to re duce death ra t e s. 

North Ko rea is no t a b l e, even amo ng its fo r mer eastern bloc allie s, for being the mo s t
c o nt rolled and reclusive society on earth. Discerning what is actually happening in suc h
a society is no easy ma t t e r. Much of the re p o r t i ng on the fa m i ne has been based on visu-
al observation by hu ma n i t a r ian aid workers who have visited or worked in the count r y.
While these visits do pro v ide some info r ma t ion, ne i t her field visits nor the data pro v id-
ed by the North Ko rean go v e r n me nt about the food situa t ion are conclusive evide nce of
a ny t h i ng because they pre s e nt cond i t io ns as the cent ral autho r i t ies wish them to appear
to the outside world.

In add i t ion to field re p o r t s, seven other sources pro v ide valuable ane c dotal and empir-
ical evide nce about North Ko rea’s food crisis: United States Institute of Peace Specia l
Reports by Scott Sny der (“A Coming Crisis on the Ko rean Pe n i nsula?” and “North Ko re a ’ s
D e c l i ne and China’s Stra t e g ic Dilemmas”); defector int e r v iews; a book by the pre e m i ne nt
defector Hwang Jo ng Yop (North Korea: Truth or Lies? 1998); re s e a rch by scholars of No r t h
Ko rea; the collected reports of Jasper Becke r, reporter for the South China Morning Po s t,
a nd of Hilary Ma c ke n z ie, a Cana d ian journalist with unu s ual int e r nal access; four stud ie s
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based on re f u gee int e r v iews (two very large surveys of mo re than 2,000 int e r v iews and
two smaller no ngo v e r n me ntal org a n i z a t ion surveys); and the speeches of Kim Jo ng Il,
p a r t icularly his speech of December 1996, which pro v ides exc e p t io nal ins ig ht into the
dy na m ics of the fa m i ne. I visited North Ko rea in June 1997 and the Chinese border with
North Ko rea in September 1998 to int e r v iew 20 food re f u gees through me e t i ngs arra nge d
with the assistance of a South Ko rean no ngo v e r n me ntal org a n i z a t ion (NGO). I have
attempted to cro s s - c heck info r ma t ion with at least three inde p e nde nt sources befo re con-
c l ud i ng that it is accura t e.

Causes of the Crisis

The Economics of the Fa m i n e
Tra d i t io na l l y, fa m i nes have been principally econo m ic phe no me na with political and

p u b l ic health cons e q u e nc e s, not vice versa. In totalitarian re g i mes in which econo m ic s
is subord i nated to ide o l o g y, fa m i nes can be politically driven. Despite ma n i p u l a t ion and
c o nt rol, who lives and who dies is ultimately de t e r m i ned by mic ro e c o no m ic fo rces affect-
i ng specific re g io ns, age s, inc o me s, and job groups differe nt l y, complicated by local fo o d
ma r ket pric e s. Ma c ro e c o no m ic perspectives offer less ins ig ht .

As food becomes scarcer in a fa m i ne, its ma rg i nal value inc reases ex p o ne nt ia l l y.
B e g i n n i ng in 1995, North Ko rea’s cent ral autho r i t ies re duced the grain ra t ion for fa r m
fa m i l ies from 167 kilogra ms per person per year to 107 kilogra ms, which was ins u f f ic ie nt
to live on. Reduc i ng farm family ra t io ns proved disastrous to the food distribution sys-
tem because it ins t a ntly changed the econo m ic inc e ntive for fa r me r s. This re duc t ion had
t h ree patho l o g ical cons e q u e nces for the North Ko rean food system:

•  It bro ke the social cont ract between fa r mers and the rest of society that fa r me r s
would grow food in exc h a nge for indu s t r ial pro duc t ion from the urban and mining
a re a s. Under the tra d i t io nal arra nge me nt, the state and collective fa r ms took con-
t rol of the harvest each year and then gave an allotted ra t ion back to the fa r me r
a nd his fa m i l y. Because of the econo m ic do w nturn after the withdrawal of Sovie t
oil and food subsid ie s, the system could not pro duce the pestic ide s, fertilizer, and
he r b ic ides ne e ded to supply the fa r ms, further re duc i ng agric u l t u ral pro duc t io n .
With the fa r mers’ ra t io ns re duc e d, any inc e ntive to pro v ide food to indu s t r ial are a s
d i s a p p e a re d.

•  It enc o u ra ged fa r mers to divert pro duc t ion from the agric u l t u ral system befo re the
harvest. The sudden dra s t ic re duc t ion in the food ra t ion me a nt that fa r mers were
given the cho ice of letting their fa m i l ies starve or secretly pre h a r v e s t i ng and sav-
i ng food to build up family stocks befo re the harvest was actually taken. Kim Jo ng
Il complained bitterly about this secret pre h a r v e s t i ng in a speech (December
1996). One defector said that he had seen reports of the ro ofs of ma ny fa r me r s ’
ho mes collapsing under the weig ht of hidden grain. The fall 1996 WFP/FAO agri-
c u l t u ral assessme nt ackno w l e dges that half the corn harvest was missing — ne a r l y
1.3 million me t r ic tons (MT). This ho a rd i ng began an unde c l a red war between the
c e nt ral autho r i t ies and the ind i v idual fa r me r s. Ac c o rd i ng to defector and re f u ge e
i nt e r v ie w s, soldiers—called corn gua rd s — w e re dispatched to protect the fields as
t he harvest ma t u red in an effort to pre v e nt this eno r mous diversion. Ho w e v e r, this
c o m ma nd and cont rol tactic failed when fa r mers simply bribed the soldie r s, hu n-
gry the mselves because of a bre a kdown in the military distribution system, to join
t hem in the diversio n .

•  It enc o u ra ged fa r mers in mo u nt a i nous ma i z e - g ro w i ng areas to spend their time,
ex p e r t i s e, and ene rgy cultivating the private plots of land the go v e r n me nt gave
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t hem de c a des ago to grow vegetables for ho u s e hold use, and on cultivating secre t
plots of land in the mo u nt a i ns outside the cont rol of the collective agric u l t u ra l
system. Though technically illegal, these secret plots, called fire fie l d s, can be
seen across the country on mo u nt a i ntops so steep and infertile that it is diffic u l t
to ima g i ne that crops can grow the re. Soldiers have tra d i t io nally helped plant and
harvest cro p s. In the ma i z e - g ro w i ng are a s, soldiers now appear to have taken the
place of fa r me r s, because fa r mers are spend i ng so much time on their private plots
( re f u gee int e r v ie w s, September 1998; Na t s ios int e r v iew with Demo c ra t ic Pe o p l e ’ s
R e p u b l ic of Ko rea of f ic ial, June 1997).

T he rise of fa r mer’s ma r kets and the shu t down of the public distribution system fo r
t he no n farm population ma de food inaccessible to fa m i l ies that had no way of paying
h ig her pric e s, particularly when the econo m ic do w nturn re duced the purc h a s i ng power
of fa m i l ie s. As indu s t r ial pro duc t ion plumme t e d, salaries of urban and mining worke r s
w e re either re duced or stopped ent i re l y, as was the heavily subsidized food from the
p u b l ic distribution system on which these workers had re l ied for 50 years. The public
d i s t r i b u t ion system was not a social service system, but a me a ns of workfo rce com-
p e ns a t ion. The no ns u b s idized price in the fa r mer’s ma r kets for a kilogram of maize (no t
e nough to feed a family for a day) equaled an avera ge indu s t r ial worker’s mo nt h l y
s a l a r y, while under the subsidized rate a mo nth’s indu s t r ial salary easily bought the
ma x i mum ra t ion allowed through the public distribution system. Thu s, these urban
fa m i l ies sustained a major re duc t ion in family purc h a s i ng power at the same time the
p r ice of food inc reased ex p o ne nt ia l l y.

Ac c o rd i ng to a Jo h ns Ho p k i ns University study of 440 re f u ge e s, 39 perc e nt of the
people in the far no r t hern re g ion of North Ha mg y o ng pro v i nce rely on fa r mer’s ma r ke t s
as their principal source of food (through either barter or cash purchases), while only
5.7 perc e nt rely on the public distribution system (“Rising Mortality in North Ko re a n
Ho u s e holds Reported by Mig ra nts to China” by W. Courtland Robinson, My u ng Ken Lee,
Ke n neth Hill, and Gilbert Burnham, L a n c e t, July 1999). Surveys by the Ko rean Budd h i s t
S h a r i ng Mo v e me nt (KBSM), a South Ko rean NGO working in the North Ko re a n - C h i ne s e
b o rder area, show a similar shift from the public distribution system to ma r kets in othe r
p ro v i nc e s. A Republic of Ko rea (ROK) Un i f ic a t ion Ministry study using defector info r ma-
t ion ind icates that the re are 300-350 fa r mer’s ma r kets in North Ko rea and that people
get approx i mately 60-70 perc e nt of their food from them. 

T he phe no me nal inc rease in the fre q u e nc y, selection of pro duc t s, and size of the s e
ma r kets over the past four years has been noted by United Na t io ns (UN) and NGO work-
e r s. Kim Jo ng Il has publicly attacked these ma r kets as uns o c ialist (December 1996). He
t r ied to shut these ma r kets down after his fa t her’s death but was fo rced to re s c i nd the
o rder because of urban unrest (defector int e r v ie w, September 1998). He tolerates the m
now because they are essent ial to the survival of the citie s. His fa t he r, Kim Il Sung, had
wisely sanc t io ned the fa r mer’s ma r ke t s, saying that they would exist one way or the
o t her and that it was better to have them out in the open so they could be re g u l a t e d,
t hough it is clear even Kim Il Sung never envisio ned that these ma r kets would become
this large and essent ial (Kim Il Sung, “On Some The o re t ical Pro b l e ms of the Socia l i s t
E c o no my,” Ma rch 1969). Without these ma r ke t s, the urban areas would be even mo re
depopulated than they are no w. The rise of these fa r mer’s ma r kets amo u nts to a de fa c t o
p r i v a t i z a t ion of an important part of what re ma i ns of the North Ko rean econo my. The
re g i me’s embarra s s me nt may be one reason why of f ic ials have prohibited any ex p a t r ia t e
visits to observe these ma r kets or to study food prices in the m .

T he people who have died in the fa m i ne or who have suffered the most de p r i v a t io n
a re those who were unable to adjust to the econo m ic reality of these new ma r kets eithe r

The rise of farmer’s markets and

the shutd own of the public

distribution system for the

n o n farm population made fo o d

inaccessible to families that had

no way of paying higher prices.

4



by gro w i ng their own food or by pro duc i ng some ma r ketable pro duct, labor, or servic e
that they could exc h a nge for fo o d.

F a m i nes usually evolve in phases along a time l i ne that affects differe nt socio e c o-
no m ic groups and ge o g ra p h ic re g io ns at differe nt points de p e nd i ng on access to harvest
surplus and the stre ngth of coping me c h a n i s ms. Food distributio ns from the public sys-
tem in the no r t heast became int e r m i t t e nt in 1992-1994, effectively stopping du r i ng the
s u m mer of 1994, though two to three days’ worth of ra t io ns are still distributed six time s
a year on na t io nal ho l idays (Jasper Becke r, Hungry Ghosts, 1998; KBSM, “Survey of No r t h
Ko rean Refuge e s,”1997; and Robinson, Lee, Hill, and Burnham, July 1999). In 1994, the
c e nt ral autho r i t ies coped with the sharp de c l i ne in food availability by tria g i ng the fo u r
eastern pro v i nces (North Ha mg y o ng, South Ha mg y o ng, Rang a ng, and Ka ngwon), whic h
a re politically and militarily less important to the survival of the cent ral go v e r n me nt
than the western pro v i nc e s, and by shu t t i ng down any food shipme nts the re from othe r
re g io ns (defector int e r v ie w s, Sept. 1998; me rc h a nt and re f u gee int e r v ie w s, Sept. 1998;
UN staff int e r v ie w s, Jan. 1999). This tria g i ng also occurred as the re g io nal econo m ic sys-
tem, under which the no r t heastern indu s t r ial cities and mines had sent their pro duc t s
to the ric e - g ro w i ng areas of the west in exc h a nge for fo o d, fell apart. Thu s, the fa m i ne
began in the no r t heastern pro v i nces two years earlier than in the western pro v i nc e s.

In 1996, the cent ral autho r i t ies ma de a mo me ntous de c i s ion to deal with the fa m i ne
by de c e nt ra l i z i ng authority for feeding the population from na t io nal bure a uc ra c ies in
P y o ng y a ng to county adm i n i s t ra t o r s. If county adm i n i s t rators were particularly skillful
a nd ene rge t ic, fewer people died; if bure a uc ra t ic and letharg ic, the effect of the fa m i ne
was acute (Sue Lautze, “Inde p e nde nt Food Observer to the PRC & DPRK Final Report,”
J u ne 1996). In Ja nuary 1998 a de c i s ion was anno u nced through the go v e r n me nt appa-
ratus that each ind i v idual family was he nc e forth re s p o nsible for feeding itself, ra t he r
than re l y i ng on the tra d i t io nal public distribution as befo re the fa m i ne or on the coun-
ty adm i n i s t rators since 1996 (defector int e r v ie w, September 1998). This de c i s ion ma y
have simply recognized the evolving reality ra t her than de l i b e rately de c e nt ra l i z i ng de c i-
s ion ma k i ng. Earlie r, Kim Jo ng Il de p l o red de c e nt ra l i z a t ion and the idea of ind i v idua l
re s p o ns i b i l i t y, which he said would ma ke people less de p e nde nt on the state and party,
e nda nge r i ng socialism in North Ko rea (December 1996). Despite his misgiving s, he
s e e ms to have de c ided in favor of this new system by 1998, probably out of adm i n i s-
t rative ne c e s s i t y. 

T he econo m ics of the fa m i ne may be ent e r i ng a new phase in 1999. The Chinese ma i z e
c rop in pro v i nces north of the border was quite poor because of exc e e d i ngly wet and over-
cast weathe r, with re duc t io ns in harvest of 70-90 perc e nt (Ko re a n - C h i nese me rc h a nt and
a g ro nomist int e r v ie w s, September 1998). Extensive flooding da ma ged the ge ne ral harvest
in other re g io ns of China. These de v e l o p me nts have alre a dy begun to affect barter
exc h a nge rates on the borde r. In September 1998, North Ko rean timber was tra d i ng fo r
re duced amo u nts of Chinese corn. The re ma i n i ng timber is less accessible for cutting and
s c rap metal from cannibalized indu s t r ial ma c h i nery which could be bartered for corn by
t he North Ko re a ns is ex h a u s t e d. Thu s, in 1999, comme rc ial purchases of Chinese ma i z e
will de c l i ne, inc re a s i ng the price of grain in the fa r mer’s ma r kets in the no r t he r n
p ro v i nc e s. Without int e r na t io nal aid, this situa t ion, combined with the fragility of the
new private food system, may plunge the mo u nt a i nous re g io ns of the country into a ne w
ro u nd of de a t hs.
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Death Rates
T he outside world will likely not have access to conclusive mortality rate data unt i l

t he re g i me falls or int e r nal changes cause embarra s s i ng info r ma t ion to be released to
t he public. Ho w e v e r, we do have enough info r ma t ion now from very differe nt sources to
ma ke some rough estimates of the severity of the crisis. 

H w a ng Jo ng Yop, fo r mer party ideologue and philosopher of juc he, published N o r t h
Korea: Truth or Lies in June 1998 fo l l o w i ng his de f e c t ion to South Ko rea in Februa r y
1997. In it he writes the fo l l o w i ng :

In November 1996, I was very conc e r ned about the econo my
a nd asked a top of f ic ial in charge of agric u l t u ral statistics and
food how ma ny people had starved to death. He re p l ie d, “In
1995, about 500,000 people starved to death inc l ud i ng 50,000
party cadre s. In 1996, about one million people are estima t e d
to have starved to death.” He cont i nu e d, “In 1997, about 2
m i l l ion people would starve to death if no int e r na t io nal aid
w e re pro v ided” (Chapter 20, p.15).

In int e r v iews with the South Ko rean me d ia, Hwang has subsequently estimated that
t he death toll has re a c hed 2.5 million people since 1995. (He suggests that one millio n
d ied in 1997.)

A second source of info r ma t ion on death rates comes from the KBSM, which between
September 30, 1997, and November 1, 1998, int e r v iewed 1,679 food re f u gees who
moved to China to escape the fa m i ne. The survey employed the same int e r v iew tech-
niques used by int e r na t io nal hu man rig hts org a n i z a t io ns to gather info r ma t ion fro m
re f u gees escaping abuse. The study fo u nd that the mortality rates amo ng the family and
ban members who had not moved to China (the ban is the lowest level of North Ko re a n
s o c iety and is composed of 30-50 fa m i l ies) were 26-28 perc e nt. These rates cannot be
a p p l ied against the ent i re population because everyone is not equally at risk (inde e d,
ma ny are not at risk at all because their political power allows them to accumu l a t e
re s o u rces to ens u re their survival) and because this is not a ra ndom sampling of the pop-
u l a t ion. Ho w e v e r, because of the very large number of int e r v ie w s, their depth, and the
c o l l e c t ion of data over time, the KBSM survey does offer telling ins ig ht s.

T he re f u gees int e r v iewed in the KBSM survey are overwhe l m i ngly urban workers fro m
fa c t o r ie s, the tra ns p o r t a t ion sector, or the mine s. Farmers are poorly re p re s e nted in the
p o p u l a t ion of re f u gees cro s s i ng the borde r, though they re p re s e nt 25-35 perc e nt of the
p o p u l a t ion. These data confirm the reports of Pyong y a ng of f ic ia l s, NGO and UN re p o r t s,
a nd defector int e r v iews that the fa m i ne is cent e red in urban and mining areas (othe r
than the capital city of Pyong y a ng, whe re a minimum food ra t ion has been ma i nt a i ne d ) .
S o me ma i z e - g ro w i ng mo u nt a i nous areas suffering localized crop fa i l u res from flooding
(1995 and 1996) or dro u g ht (1997) have also ex p e r ie nced high death ra t e s. Hwang ’ s
report that 10 perc e nt of the de a t hs in 1995 were of party cadres [who, accord i ng to
E b e r s t a dt and Bannister (1992), ma ke up 15 perc e nt of the total population], ind ic a t e s
that middle and lower-level cadres are also suffering. 

A team from the Jo h ns Ho p k i ns University School of Public Health has completed a sec-
o nd study of fa m i ne death and birth rates in North Ko rea based on int e r v iews in China with
440 food re f u gees from North Ha mg y o ng pro v i nce (Robinson, Lee, Hill, and Burnham, July
1999). The study shows that from 1995-1997 death rates rose eig ht fold over what the y
had been in pre - fa m i ne North Ko rea, rising from 0.55 perc e nt in the 1993 census to an
a n nual avera ge of 4.3 perc e nt du r i ng each of the three years of the study. During this same
p e r io d, the number of people re p o r t i ng the public distribution system as their princ i p a l
s o u rce of food de c l i ned from 61 perc e nt in 1994 to 6 perc e nt in 1997, confirming earlie r
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f i nd i ngs by KBSM, Jasper Becke r, and my own int e r v ie w s. Births de c l i ned by 50 perc e nt
f rom 21.8 per tho u s a nd in 1995 to 11 per tho u s a nd in 1997-ano t her fa m i ne ind ic a t o r. Even
t hough the authors are re l uc t a nt to ex t rapolate their fig u res to the ge ne ral population of
North Ha mg y o ng, they do estimate that 245,000 out of a population of 2 million people
may have starved to death in that pro v i nce alone.

How severe has the fa m i ne been in North Ha mg y o ng pro v i nce compared with othe r
p ro v i nces? North Ha mg y o ng has three advant a ges not enjoyed by other pro v i nc e s. First,
t ravel and tra de re s t r ic t io ns across the North Ko rean border with the ethnic Ko re a n
re g ion of China are ma r kedly weaker than in other re g io ns, allowing hu ngry North Ko re-
a ns to mig rate in order to work and to beg and borrow food from relatives in China. Sec-
o nd, barter for food between North Ha mg y o ng and China is ex t e ns i v e. Third, the
p ro v i nce tra d i t io nally pro duces larger agric u l t u ral surpluses on the fa r m l a nds along the
Tu men River than do the rest of the mo u nt a i nous eastern pro v i nc e s, accord i ng to a Un i t-
ed States Age ncy for Int e r na t io nal Developme nt / O f f ice of Fore ign Disaster As s i s t a nc e
( USA I D / O F DA) map of agric u l t u ral pro duc t ion. As a result, North Ha mg y o ng pro v i nc e
l i kely ex p e r ie nced lower, not hig he r, death rates than other mo u nt a i nous pro v i nces with-
out these coping me c h a n i s ms. 

T he death rates in North Ha mg y o ng may be conservative on ano t her count as well.
T he Ho p k i ns study, like the KBSM study, cons iders only family members of int e r v ie w e e s
w ho died at ho me in North Ko rea. The study did not account for de a t hs of family me m-
bers who left ho me befo re the int e r v iewees the mselves fled to China, because the
i nt e r v iewees could not know the fate of relatives who left ho me befo re them. This like-
ly me a ns that mortality rates have been unde re s t i ma t e d, because ex p e r ie nce fro m
o t her fa m i nes shows that the death rates for people displaced by a fa m i ne rise pre-
cipitously compared to the death rates for fa m i ne vic t i ms who re main at ho me, if
t hose displaced cannot find work or hu ma n i t a r ian assistanc e. In these cases, the fo o d
re f u gees are mo re vulne rable because they lose the pro t e c t ion of their ho me, fa m i l y,
a nd ne ig h b o r s. In North Ko rea, econo m ic collapse and the highly cent ralized distrib-
u t ion of hu ma n i t a r ian assistance have left most food re f u gees with few optio ns exc e p t
f l e e i ng the count r y. No one can be certain how ma ny food re f u gees have died along
t he way. Thu s, a large number of de a t hs of hu ngry mig ra t i ng people are not re c o rde d
in either the Ho p k i ns or KBSM surveys.

O t her stud ies show that the fa m i ne is not limited to North Ha mg y o ng. The WFP and
U N ICEF nu t r i t io nal surveys show ma l nu t r i t ion rates similar to those of the Ho p k i ns study
a c ross the count r y. The first nu t r i t io nal study of children under five years old, do ne in
September-October 1998 by UN age nc ie s, the European Un ion (ECHO), and Save the Chil-
dren Fund/UK, shows acute ma l nu t r i t ion and wasting (of body mass) of 18 perc e nt and
s t u nt i ng of 62 perc e nt. These are alarmingly high ra t e s, particularly cons ide r i ng fo u r
o t her factors: (1) for the past year WFP has been conc e nt ra t i ng its feeding pro g ram on
c h i l dren under age 7; thu s, their cond i t ion should have improved; (2) the survey did no t
i nc l ude abando ne d, int e r nally displaced, or re f u gee children who are much mo re vulne r-
able to ma l nu t r i t ion; (3) cent ral autho r i t ies exc l uded 30 perc e nt of the population fro m
access by the survey teams (in what I surmise are militarily sensitive areas); and (4) the
peak of the fa m i ne took place du r i ng the last half of 1996 and the first half of 1997 (a
year befo re the children were me a s u red), at which time ma ny of the most vulne ra b l e
c h i l dren die d. This study appears to have unde re s t i mated the severity of the crisis again.

T he KBSM study plotted the ho me villages of the 1,679 re f u gees int e r v iewed on a
map of the 211 count ies and then avera ged the death rates by count y, which were onc e
again similar. The only exc e p t ion is Pyong y a ng, which in the KBSM study showed a de a t h
rate one - t h i rd lower than the other count ie s — t he lowest in the count r y. In both the
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Ho p k i ns and KBSM surveys, death rates varied by age, ge nde r, and prof e s s ion ra t her than
by ge o g ra p hy.

T he Ho p k i ns death ra t e s, the re fo re, are a cons i s t e nt, though cons e r v a t i v e, estima t e
of the severity of the fa m i ne across the count r y. If any t h i ng, ex t ra p o l a t i ng the Ho p k i ns
death rates to the country as a whole understates ra t her than exa g ge rates the fa m i ne ’ s
s e v e r i t y. By de duc t i ng the 2 million people living in Pyong y a ng (the senior party cadre
w ho have suffered least in the fa m i ne are heavily conc e nt rated in the capital) and the
1.2 million soldie r s, and then applying the 12 perc e nt Ho p k i ns rate of mortality to the
20 million people re ma i n i ng, the total number of fa m i ne de a t hs would approach 2.5 mil-
l ion, the same number of de a t hs claimed by Hwang Jo ng Yop. Thu s, we have severa l
i nde p e nde nt stud ies that give cre de nce to Hwang Jo ng Yop’s estima t e.

International Food Aid and the Fa m i n e
Sizable amo u nts of food have been imported into North Ko rea either as food aid, sub-

s idized comme rc ial sales, or cro s s - b o rder barter tra de between 1995 and 1999 prima r i l y
f rom China, Japan, South Ko rea, United States, and the European Un ion. As reported by
W F P, food imports from all sources totaled the fo l l o w i ng amo u nt s :

1995-1996:    903,374 MT
1996-1997:  1,171,665 MT
1997-1998:  1,321,528 MT

W hy have so ma ny people died after so much food has been de l i v e red? While it is
true that major cont r i b u t io ns or sales were ma de by the Chine s e, do nor go v e r n me nt s,
a nd private org a n i z a t io ns, the timing of the pledges and de l i v e r ies did not match the
peak period of the fa m i ne. Second, the cent ral autho r i t ies seem to have panic ked at
t he poor crop in the fall of 1996 and the lack of do nor go v e r n me nts’ pledges or de l i v-
ery of food until late spring and early summer 1997, which resulted in a shu t down of
t he public distribution system. Third, the cent ral go v e r n me nt saw to it that tria ge d
p o p u l a t io ns did not have access to imported food because they were not seen as crit-
ical to the survival of the state. The drop in death rates appears to have taken place
because the vulne rable urban and mining population had either died down to a sus-
t a i nable level or moved to agric u l t u ral areas or to China. Some people fo u nd ne w
i nc o me sources to purchase hig he r - p r iced grain in fa r mer’s ma r ke t s. 

T he int e r na t io nal food aid pro v ided privately through NGOs, the Red Cro s s, bilatera l-
ly from the European Un ion, and through WFP seems to have had several unint e nde d
but ame l io rative outcome s. 

•  P r i v a t i z a t ion of ma r ke t s. In some are a s, food aid, diverted from the aid pro g ra m
by corrupt of f ic ials who sold it on the urban ma r ke t s, has stimulated the size and
ro b u s t ness of the urban ma r ke t s, a form of unplanned and unint e nded privatiza-
t ion. People are no longer de p e nde nt on the state for their food supply, thu s
u nde r m i n i ng a principal me a ns of cont rol. Donor food aid has appeared for sale in
ma ny of the ma r kets in South Ha mg y o ng pro v i nc ial citie s. (The maize for sale in
t he no r t hern border city ma r kets is Chine s e, while the rice in the southwestern
urban ma r kets appears to be locally grown, accord i ng to re f u gee int e r v ie w s. )
R e f u gees who have seen the food in South Ha mg y o ng ma r kets re mark that the
maize and rice for sale are in do nor go v e r n me nt bags (from the United States,
E u ropean Un ion, and ROK) and that the grain in them is not grown in China or
North Ko rea (re f u gee int e r v ie w s, September 1998; Me d ic i ns Sans Fro nt ie res int e r-
v ie w s, 1998).

•  Food price stabilization and re duc t ion. The volume of int e r na t io nal food aid and
C h i nese imports is such that accord i ng to re f u gee int e r v ie w s, the price of food in
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t he private ma r kets diminished by 25-35 perc e nt between Ma rch and September
1 9 9 8 — t he last half of the harvest year—just when it should have been inc re a s-
i ng. The volume of food on the ma r kets has re duced the price suffic ie ntly so that
fa m i l ies with limited assets can purchase or barter for food; they can get one - t h i rd
mo re food for the same pric e.

•  D i v e r s io ns unde r m i ne re g i me support. Refugees from South Ha mg y o ng know that
c o u nt r ies they have been taught are their ene m ies are giving food aid. As one
re f u gee from Ha m hu ng City told me, “We were taught all these years that the
South Ko re a ns and Ame r ic a ns were our ene m ie s. Now we see they are trying to
feed us. We are wonde r i ng who our real ene m ies are.” When asked why they had
not received the food aid free through the public distribution system, re f u ge e s
repeatedly re p l ie d, “The corrupt cadres [or bure a uc racy] are stealing the food and
s e l l i ng it on the ma r kets for their own profit while we starve. We see it the re fo r
s a l e.” Me d ic i ns Sans Fro nt ie res re f u gee int e r v iews pro v ide similar testimo ny as
does the Washington Po s t i n v e s t ig a t ion based on re f u gee int e r v iews (February 11,
1999). Thu s, the inability of the re g i me to feed its population and the pre s e nc e
of food aid in the ma r kets are unde r m i n i ng popular support amo ng those witho u t
p o l i t ical power. Given the na t u re of the re g i me, this public dissatisfa c t ion is no t
reflected in overt opposition but in gro w i ng corruption, black ma r ket activitie s,
s a b o t a ge, and other antisystem behavior that reflects public cynicism and ange r.

Food aid has re duced the ma l nu t r i t ion rates amo ng some of the population unde r
seven years old in school setting s, the mo re re c e nt focus of WFP distributio ns along with
a fo o d - for-work pro g ram. 

T he larger question is whe t her this food pro g ram has kept the North Ko rean go v e r n-
me nt in power. Kim Jo ng Il clearly does not like the aid pro g ram and has attacked it
p u b l icly in an of f ic ial speech, “On Pre s e r v i ng the Juche C h a racter and Na t io nal Chara c-
ter of the Revolution and Cons t r uc t ion” (June 19, 1997): “The imperialist’s aid is a no o s e
of plunder and subjugation aimed at ro b b i ng ten and even a hu ndred things for one
t h i ng that is given.” The food aid pro g ram is visible evide nce of the fa i l u re of j u c h e, the
go v e r n i ng state ideology; it has unde r m i ned state pro p a g a nda about the outside capi-
talist world; and it has accelerated the privatization of the econo my. Perhaps this is one
reason the military opposed the initial food pro g ram in 1995 and fo rced the tempora r y
s hu t down of the pro g ram in 1996. Thu s, the food aid pro g ram is unde r m i n i ng state ide-
ology ra t her than pro p p i ng the system up, just as Paul Bra c ken suggested outside aid
would do in his “poisoned carrot” article (“Nuclear We a p o ns and State Survival in No r t h
Ko rea,” Survival Vol.35 No. 3, Autumn 1993). 

Consequences of the Famine 

Political and Security Consequences
North Ko rea has sustained mo re de s t a b i l i z i ng change over the past five years than it

has over the pre v ious 40 years combine d. The arrival of 100 ex p a t r iate hu ma n i t a r ia n
re l ief workers at a high point from mid-1997 to mid-1998 and, with them, the ex p o s u re
of the int e r nal pro b l e ms of the country to the int e r na t io nal news me d ia, have ma de the
c e nt ral autho r i t ies very unc o m fo r t a b l e. For the most part, these changes cannot be
re v o ked by the cent ral autho r i t ie s, and they have shaken an alre a dy teetering system. 

If the death rates are as substant ial as sugge s t e d, a sig n i f ic a nt portion of urban fa m-
i l ies have seen members die. Nearly 40 perc e nt of the 16–24-year-olds in the count r y
(or 6 perc e nt of the total population of the country) are in the military (Eberstadt and
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B a n n i s t e r, 1992). These are exc e p t io nally high perc e nt a ge s, comparable only to a ge n-
e ral mo b i l i z a t ion du r i ng all-out war. Under other circ u ms t a nc e s, this perc e nt a ge of peo-
ple under arms would mean a stro ng base of popular support for the military and a hig h
level of political mo b i l i z a t ion in the socie t y. Under fa m i ne cond i t io ns, the reverse would
appear to be true. A popularly based military of such eno r mous size me a ns that a large
p ro p o r t ion of the military will have seen their pare nt s, bro t he r s, and sisters die. Thu s,
t he re g i me has a large number of young men with weapons, albeit in a highly cont ro l l e d
a nd disciplined org a n i z a t io nal struc t u re, who are likely to be unhappy about de a t hs in
t heir fa m i l ie s. Such anger in the ranks in China in 1963 contributed to the end of the
d i s a s t rous Great Leap Forward fa m i ne (Becke r, 1998).

Coup Plot
In The Two Ko r e a s, Don Oberdorfer reports that in early fall 1995 in the no r t he a s t e r n

re g ion of the count r y, “the Sixth Corps of the North Ko rean Army...was disbande d, its of f i-
cers purge d, and units subme rged into others” (p. 375). A defector confirmed this inc ide nt
as a coup plot (planned but never attempted) by a corps-level army unit in Ha m hu ng City
in fall 1995. Hwang Jo ng Yop reports that 500,000 people died from the fa m i ne in 1995,
most of whom would have died in early fall at the end of the agric u l t u ral harvest year as
food stocks ran out. Ac c o rd i ng to re f u gee account s, the worst fa m i ne-affected city in No r t h
Ko rea was Ha m hu ng City, the country’s largest indu s t r ialized city with the hig hest pro p o r-
t ion of factory worke r s, and coinc ide ntally the he a d q uarters of the corps-level unit that
p l a n ned the coup at the peak of the fa m i ne. The coup plot thus appears to have been dr i-
ven by the fa m i ne sweeping across the no r t he a s t .

D u r i ng the peak of the fa m i ne in late 1996 and early 1997, Kim Jo ng Il began purg-
i ng ge ne ral of f icers who had do m i nated the military establishme nt for de c a des and
re p l a c i ng them with younger of f icers who pre s u mably were mo re loyal. Unc o n f i r ma b l e
me d ia reports claim that ma r t ial law was imposed in early 1997, again as the fa m i ne
was peaking. Perhaps Kim Jo ng Il realized that he was at risk because of the coup plot
in late 1995, which in turn was a result of the chaos and death caused by the fa m i ne. 

T he purges and the coup plot suggest that the fa m i ne has alre a dy had a convulsive
effect on the political system. While the newly pro moted ge ne ral of f icer corps may be
loyal to Kim Jo ng Il, it is not clear that field and company gra de of f icers share the same
l o y a l t y. The KBSM survey, though clearly of a disaffected population, shows that re f u ge e s
attribute the fa m i ne far mo re to poor political leadership than to na t u ral disasters. 

B e g i n n i ng in September 1998, the re g i me began to reimpose order in the count r y
b e g i n n i ng with the tra ns p o r t a t ion system (re f u gee int e r v ie w s, September 1998). Int e r-
nally displaced people were no longer allowed onto tra i ns without travel permits and
p a id tic ke t s, which had not been the case since 1995. One re f u gee who had been acro s s
t he border five times said that security was “six times mo re severe” than what he had
ex p e r ie nced since the start of the crisis. In add i t ion, autho r i t ies imposed new fines on
u na u t horized population mo v e me nt s, issued new int e r nal ide nt i f ic a t ion cards in June,
a nd instituted new me a s u res to inc rease security in the “927” de t e nt ion centers for dis-
placed people.

C r i t ics argue that the United States and other do nor na t io ns should starve the No r t h
Ko rean re g i me into collapse. Yet the fa m i ne has alre a dy taken a large number of lives,
a nd the re g i me, though shaken, is still in power. It is important to re member that no
C o m munist go v e r n me nt has been overturned du r i ng or after a fa m i ne, though coups or
popular revolts have fre q u e ntly replaced autho r i t a r ian go v e r n me nts after fa m i ne s. Ho w-
e v e r, the Communist re c o rd in this century may not be applicable in the case of No r t h
Ko rea, because other Communist re g i mes ex p e r ie nced fa m i ne early in their historie s
w hen re v o l u t io nary fervor was at its peak, and they ma i nt a i ned cont rol of the food dis-
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t r i b u t ion system so that dissenters would starve if they were not put down by int e r na l
security fo rc e s. The North Ko rean re g i me has de facto privatized the food distributio n
system; its re v o l u t io nary fervor has diminished over time and by the fa m i ne itself; and
it has no allies left to save it in the event of a military coup, which is the only serio u s
t h reat to the survival of the re g i me. Given the likely anger in the military over fa m i ne
de a t hs, Kim Jo ng Il must now fear the military as his greatest threat, which is perhaps
w hy he avoids visiting military units that are eng a ged in exe rcises using live ammu n i-
t ion (U.S. go v e r n me nt sourc e s ) .

Population Move m e n t s
F a m i nes are accompanied by wide s p read population mo v e me nts as people attempt

to cope with their hu nger; these ge ne rally occur in the latter stages of the crisis. No r t h
Ko rea is no exc e p t ion to this pattern of behavio r, though the population cont rol system
appears to have cons t ra i ned some of these mo v e me nts (unlike Africa whe re the popula-
t ion is mo re no ma d ic and na t io nal bounda r ies do not cons t rain mo v e me nt). Estima t e s
of the aggregated mig ra t ion to China from North Ko rea over the past several years ra nge s
f rom 100,000 to 400,000, though not all of these people are in China at the same time.
T he fig u re re f u gees quote most often from party cadre sources is 200,000 people
( re f u gee int e r v ie w s, September 1998; Becke r, 1998, p. 330). People move back and fo r t h
ma ny time s. Given the ex t ra o rd i nary me a s u res taken by the North Ko rean and Chine s e
a u t ho r i t ies to pre v e nt this re f u gee mig ra t ion (they are building a string of de t e nt io n
c e nters to house captured North Ko rean re f u gees befo re re t u r n i ng them to North Ko re-
an autho r i t ies) and given the difficulty of mo v i ng through the mo u ntain ra nges of the
no r t heast to get to the border area, the size of the mig ra t ion is impressive evide nce of
t he severity of the de p r i v a t ion in North Ko rea. Tra d i t io na l l y, any o ne caught escaping was
exe c u t e d. The mo re usual penalty now is a beating, the confiscation of all belong i ng s
a nd mo ney earned in China, and confine me nt for several mo nt hs befo re being sent to
mo re perma ne nt local prisons for fo r mer displaced people.

T he fig u re of 200,000 comes from party cadre me m b e r s, probably based on data col-
lected in the population census in the summer of 1998. The mass population mo v e-
me nt s, coupled with the na t io nal electio ns held in 1998, caused the go v e r n me nt to issue
new ide nt i f ic a t ion cards for all North Ko re a ns, which me a nt that any o ne in China who
h a r b o red any int e nt ion of re t u r n i ng ho me ne e ded to get this new ide nt i f ic a t ion card or
face the possibility of perma ne nt ex i l e. So the re f u gees came ho me and were count e d
a nd carde d, and in the process the autho r i t ies likely could ide ntify who had moved and
w ho had no t .

Next to the starvation itself, the most politically ins id ious cons e q u e nce of the fa m i ne
is population mo v e me nt. Party pro p a g a nda has claimed that, despite their pro b l e ms,
people in North Ko rea were better off than in China, whe re civil war, epide m ic, and
fa m i ne ra ge (a credible claim du r i ng the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolu-
t ion). The re f u gee mo v e me nts across the border into China have given lie to this pro-
p a g a nda as the pro s p e rous reality is evide nt. One re f u gee from Ha m hu ng City put it well:
“Our first border cro s s i ng is a gra m mar school de g re e, the second time you visit China
is a high school diploma, and the third and fourth trips are college and gra duate de g re e s
in re a l i t y. They have been lying to us all these years.” The de c i s ion to enc o u ra ge popu-
l a t ion re e ntry from China for re g i s t ra t ion and voting in the na t io nal electio ns da ma ge d
t he re g i me. It contributed to the further ero s ion of its base of popular support as the s e
re f u gees with gra duate de g rees in econo m ic reality re t u r ned to their ho me villages to
tell their fa m i l ies and frie nds what they had seen. Refugees confirmed this tra nsfer of
i n fo r ma t io n .
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—North Ko rea Refugee
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Two KBSM re f u gee int e r v iews pro v ide fa s c i na t i ng data on the voter turnout for the
s u m mer 1998 electio ns, which were de p ressed by the de v a s t a t ion of the fa m i ne. In one
c o u nt y, part urban and part rural (rural areas have far less mig ra t ion, as people are eat-
i ng relatively well), the number of people who voted (and everyone must vote) was 68
p e rc e nt of what it had been in the electio ns befo re the fa m i ne. In ano t her mining city,
t he vote was 54 perc e nt of what it had been pre v io u s l y. These disparities likely re p re-
s e nt both population mo v e me nts and fa m i ne de a t hs. 

On September 27, 1997, Kim Jo ng Il orde red all of the county adm i n i s t rators in each
of the 210 count ies to set up fa c i l i t ie s, appro p r iately called “927 camps” (the date the
o rder was ma de) to fo rcibly confine those who were caught outside their village or city
w i t hout a travel permit. The Stalinist permit system had kept most people in their ho me
v i l l a ges most of their lives. Ho w e v e r, it effectively cont rolled the population mo v e me nt s :
people did not receive their food ra t ion unless they were in their ho me village. As the
p u b l ic distribution system collapsed, these re g u l a t io ns became far less effective at con-
t ro l l i ng population mo v e me nts as people no longer re l ied on the state for fo o d. 

Ma ny re f u gees in China were captured by police and spent time in these squa l id 927
camps (usually located in the county hotel) and then escaped back to China. The camps
c ram 40-50 people into a room. The re is no heat in the Arc t ic wint e r s, sanitation is ter-
r i b l e, food is sparse, and infectious disease and death rates are high. Refugees re p o r t
that each camp holds between 300 and 1,500 people, so at any one time between
63,000 and 315,000 people count r y w ide are housed in these camps befo re they are
fo rcibly re t u r ned to their ho me village s. Although no compre he nsive study has been
do ne of turnover rates in the camps, they are int e nt io nally high. Ane c dotal info r ma t io n
s u g gests that avera ge stays ra nge from several weeks to two mo nt hs. Extra p o l a t i ng the s e
p o p u l a t ion fig u res at a turnover rate of six times a year tra nslates to a minimum of
378,000 and a ma x i mum of 1.9 million people per year passing through them. Given
that ma ny int e r nally displaced people avoid capture while others die as they move to
a reas that may have no mo re food than whe re they left, the people in these camps do
not reflect all int e r nal population mo v e me nt s. The very ex i s t e nce of the camps is testi-
mo ny to of f ic ial concern about displaced people wande r i ng aro u nd the count r y. In his
December 1996 speech, Kim Jo ng Il complained of chaos and ana rc hy in the count r y-
s ide, which may be a veiled re f e re nce to these population mo v e me nt s.

Communicable Disease
T he health of the ge ne ral population is poor and worsening. All fa m i nes are accom-

p a n ied by epide m ics of commu n icable diseases because the immu ne system de t e r io ra t e s
as ma l nu t r i t ion becomes mo re severe. People regularly die of disease well befo re the y
d ie of actual starvation. In North Ko rea the problem has been complicated by a sharp
do w nturn in the health care, water, and sanitation systems. Hospitals for the ge ne ra l
p o p u l a t ion have no western pharma c e u t ic a l s, re l y i ng instead on tra d i t io nal herbal dr u g s,
a nd have no food to feed patie nt s. Ac c o rd i ng to a pro v i nc ial survey by Oxfam, much of
t he public water system, when it func t io ns at all, is of such poor quality that it causes
health pro b l e ms.

Conclusions and Recommendations
North Ko rean military inc ide nts against Japan, the United States, and South Ko re a

may be an effort by Kim Jo ng Il to focus the attent ion of his military, whose loyalty he
do u b t s, on an ex t e r nal threat that he himself regularly pro v o ke s. Kim Jo ng Il opposes
e c o no m ic and agric u l t u ral re fo r ms ne e ded to end the fa m i ne because he sees the thre a t
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t hese re fo r ms pose to his cont rol and the threat he feels from his own military as gre a t e r
than the cons e q u e nces of the fa m i ne. 

D o nor go v e r n me nt s, UN age nc ie s, and hu ma n i t a r ian org a n i z a t io ns have been too
w i l l i ng to accept the ge o g ra p h ic distribution plans of the cent ral go v e r n me nt, even
t hough it is inc re a s i ngly clear that they have been based on political, not hu ma n i t a r i-
an, objectives. Donor go v e r n me nts should insist that their food be distributed whe re it
is most ne e de d, particularly to the mo u nt a i nous re g io ns of the count r y. Given the lack
of re l iable info r ma t ion coming from ins ide the count r y, do nor go v e r n me nts should pro-
v ide support for mo re stud ies of the fa m i ne based on re f u gee and defector int e r v ie w s.

The central questions for U.S. policymakers are these: 
•  Will Kim Jo ng Il exe rcise power in a ruthless enough ma n ner to re s t o re his con-

t rol over the population, the military, and the cadres to ens u re his own survival
fo l l o w i ng the chaos of the fa m i ne? The re g i me is attempting to reimpose order and
c o nt rol after a period of chaos. Po l i t ical indo c t r i na t ion campaig ns will yield fewer
a nd fewer results because gro w i ng numbers of fa m i l ies have watched loved one s
d ie and the cont i nued suffering of survivors has embittered the population. Pub-
l ic cynicism toward the re g i me is irreversible and is reflected in gro w i ng corrup-
t ion, sabotage, an ex p a nded black ma r ket, and other antisystem activitie s. Cent ra l
a u t ho r i t ies will be fo rced to rule exclusively by terror and re p re s s ion, a fear
ex p ressed by Kim Jo ng Il (December 1996).

•  Has the fa m i ne peaked and is now re c e d i ng, having killed off the most vulne ra b l e
p o p u l a t ion, or is it mig ra t i ng to other areas of the country? The fa m i ne may be
m ig ra t i ng from the no r t heastern mo u nt a i nous pro v i nces to the ric e - g ro w i ng re g io ns
to the southwest (me rc h a nt and re f u gee int e r v ie w s, September 1998). The fra g i l e
new food security system may be easily disrupted by price fluc t ua t io ns, ma r ket fa i l-
u re, or the inability to barter or purchase food in these new private ma r ke t s. 

I nt e r na t io nal food aid, however distorted its distribution has been, has had severa l
b e ne f ic ial cons e q u e nces that would be lost if it were termina t e d. Donor go v e r n me nt s
s hould cons ider ex p a nd i ng the food pro g ram by initia t i ng a food mo ne t i z a t ion pro g ra m
in port citie s, particularly on the east coast. WFP would sell food aid on the info r ma l
ma r kets to re duce prices to an affo rdable level, but not so low that they would discour-
a ge inc reased pro duc t ion by fa r me r s. The local curre ncy ge ne rated could be used fo r
mass employme nt pro g ra ms in indu s t r ial cities and mining areas to inc rease urban work-
er inc o me. Expatriate mo n i t o r i ng of food sales in urban ma r ke t s, assisted by ex p a t r ia t e
t ra ns l a t o r s, should be a re q u i red part of the pro g ram. Donor go v e r n me nts should avoid
u s i ng the public distribution system because it is no longer func t io nal in most of the
c o u ntry and serves purposes other than simply feeding the populatio n .

• Even if re duc i ng or termina t i ng int e r na t io nal food aid caused the re g i me to col-
l a p s e, would the re s u l t i ng chaos from such a collapse improve or diminish the
p rospects for a peaceful tra ns i t ion to a unified Ko rea? The chaos re s u l t i ng from a
collapse of the re g i me would threaten far mo re lives than those the fa m i ne has thu s
far claimed and could create an unpre d ictable military situa t ion as well. Po p u l a t io n
mo v e me nt to South Ko rea or China could prove explosive as both count r ies simu l-
t a neously take military me a s u res to re s t o re orde r, inc re a s i ng the risk of conflic t
between them. The collapse of the re g i me may be superfic ially attra c t i v e, but it is
a da nge rous risk.
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F i rst food in three days, four North Ko rean refugees in China.
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