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Presentation of the Survey on Military Human Rights in North Korea
By Kichan Lee (Sociological Anthropology, Independent Researcher)
I. Introduction

The “Survey on Military Human Rights in North Korea” was conducted through a yearlong literary review, in-depth interview, cross-examining process from July 2019 to June 2020.
The report primarily aims to objectively investigate and analyze the human rights situations in
the North Korean military from the perspective of universal human rights so as to provide
primary referential material for human rights issues of, above all, the soldiers. To this end, the
author referred to previous studies and interviewed 30 North Korean defectors who had served
in the military in North Korea.
The report especially exerted efforts to convey the situations of military human rights in
North Korea and make them understandable. Firstly, it is composed to be linked with the overall
situations of human rights violations in North Korea. To do so, it actively referred to the Korea
Institute for National Unification (KINU)’s White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea.
Also, it organized each area of human rights violations connected to those of the South Korean
military’s living and human rights situations so that it may be comprehended easily. This work
used the survey items and categories of the National Human Rights Commission of Korea’s
research paper in 2005 as a reference.
1. Research Methods
This survey research realistically determined the scopes and the categories of the
investigation on the situation of military human rights in North Korea. Centrally, thirty
North Korean defectors who entered South Korea were interviewed, having experience
serving in the North Korean military, and it arranged the findings in comparison with the
primary research on the North Korean military system, military culture, service
environment, and the general situation of human rights in North Korea.
As is well-known, it is impossible to directly probe into the situation of military human
rights in North Korea. Literature reviews appear to have extreme difficulty and limitations
in the acquisition of information due to the thorough exclusiveness of North Korea and the
North Korean military in addition to the fundamental secrecy of the military organization
keeping military secrets. Also, there are relatively few domestic and overseas studies
concerning the situation of human rights in the North Korean military.
1) In-depth Interview
Under such a condition, the only method for a factual survey was to interview the
North Korean defectors who have entered and settled in South Korea. As mentioned
above, this research carried out in-depth interviews with 30 North Korean defectors
with experience serving in the North Korean military. Unfortunately, it failed to
comprise the interviewees representing the contemporary composition of the
military strength of North Korea due to the relative scarcity of research personnel
and duration of study as well as the practical inaccessibility to information about
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the North Korean military. 1 The author hopes the shortcomings would be
supplemented in future follow-up studies.
Besides, the testimonies collected from the interview process were screened by
referring to and cross-examining with the preceding reports on human rights in
North Korea, precedent research, and record of testimonies of the North Korean
defectors (books and memoirs). The unverified singular statements or the
statements contradicting each other are not selected. Should there be seemingly
contradictory remarks, they are not disputing over factual relationships; instead,
they may shed light on the different aspects and a variety of human rights situations
in the North Korean military depending on the time period, the region, and the
branch of the military, all of which could be verified as well.
The demographic and military-related information and statistics of the thirty
interviewees of the in-depth interviews of this survey are as stated below:
Category
Item
Case Number
Proportion (%)
Male
23
76.7
Sex
Female
7
23.3
Subtotal
30
100
20s
7
23.3
30s
12
40.0
Age Group
40s
8
26.7
50s
3
10.0
Subtotal
30
100
1980s
5
16.6
1990s
11
36.8
Enlistment
Year
2000s
9
30.0
2010s
5
16.6
Subtotal
30
100
1~5
7
23.3
Service Term
6~10
20
66.7
11 or more
3
10.0
Subtotal
30
100
Time-expired
19
63.3
Discharge
Early
11
36.7
Subtotal
30
100
Army
19
63.3
Border Security Command (Army)
3
10.0
Affiliations
Navy
2
6.7
Air Force
2
6.7
Others
4
13.3
Subtotal
30
100
Table 1 Demographic and Military-related Info. and Statistics from the In-depth Interviewees

The military strength of the North Korean armed forces is estimated to be about 1,280,000; it is comprised of
the Army with 1,100,000, the Navy with 60,000 and the Air Force with 110,000 along with Strategic Forces with
10,000 (IUE, 2020: 132-33.).
1
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The interviewees were selected by snowball sampling. Some of the organizations
and networks of North Korean human rights and North Korean defectors
recommended reliable North Korean defectors who have experience serving in the
North Korean military. It was a practical choice of sampling while difficulties were
taken into consideration, including specificity of the parent population of North
Korean defectors with military experience, testimony availability, reliability, and
insufficient preceding research. The author attempted to retain candidates for indepth interviews close to the composition of the population as much as possible.
2) Literary Review
Literary works related to the North Korean military’s human rights situations are
categorized mainly into two types: one would be preceding research and works by
experts and institutes and publications written by the North Korean defectors
themselves who have experience in the North Korean military.
Most crucially reviewed was Prisoners in Military Uniform: A report on human
rights in the North Korean military, which was released by the North Korean
Military Human Rights Watchdog Body of the Database Center for North Korean
Human Rights in 2018. It is the sole factual survey report on military human rights
in North Korea domestically and internationally. It covered 70 North Korean
defectors who entered South Korea with experience in the North Korean military.
Records of North Korean defectors in South Korea that gave testimonials
concerning their North Korean military experiences were also taken into account.
Lastly, numerous newspaper articles about the situation of human rights in the
North Korean military were also taken into consideration. While there are diverse
media conveying trends inside the North Korean military, the author noted the
controversies over reliability and accuracy and selectively consulted relatively
verified contents.
3) Composition of the Report
Based on the aforementioned, the interview to inquire into the situation of military
human rights in North Korea was carried out with the North Korean defectors with
military service experience in North Korea. The report organized and laid out the
findings into the following order so as to easily compare with not only the general
situation of human rights in North Korea but also the situation of military human
rights in South Korea as well as to facilitate a substantive and intuitive
understanding of the meaning of the findings.
□ The Civil and Political Rights of North Korean Military
1. The Right to Life
1) Fatal Accidents
2) Public Execution
2. The Right to Freedom from Inhumane Treatment
1) Battery
2) Maltreatment
3) Verbal Violence
3. The Right to Freedom from Forced Labor
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4. The Rights of Detainee and Fair Trial
1) Current State of Military Confinement Facilities
2) Trial and Punishment
5. The Right to Privacy – Free Time and Leave
1) Free Time and Private Life
2) Leave
6. The Right to Communication
1) Letter
2) Mobile Phone
7. The Right to Equality – Placement, and Living
1) Placement of Troops
2) Barrack Life – Corruption and Graft
8. Party Entry
9. Sexual Violence
1) Sexual Violence against Female Soldiers
2) Sexual Violence among Male Soldiers
10. Grievance Complaint System
□ The Economic, Social and Cultural Rights of North Korean Military
1. The Right to Food
1) Current State of Food Rationing and Distribution Methods
2) Quality and Quantity of Ration of First-line Soldiers
3) Self-sufficiency
4) Differences in Dietary Life by Commanders
5) Infirmity
2. The Right to Housing
3. Health and Hygiene
1) The Right to Medical Care
2) Garments and Hygiene Products
4. Monthly Wage (Living Cost)

Such categorization is a means to intuitively understand human rights violations in
the North Korean military along with the general situation of human rights in North
Korea, adopting the framework of the international human rights standards
correspondingly. White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea issued by the
KINU is also arranged in order of “Reality of Civil and Political Rights” (Ch. II),
the “Reality of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights” (Ch. III), “Vulnerable
Groups” (women, children, and the disabled) (Ch. IV), “Major Issues” (political
prison camps, corruption, overseas defectors, overseas workers, and separated
families, abductees, and Korean War prisoners of war) (Ch. V). The matters related
to the vulnerable groups and the major issues are mostly irrelevant to military
human rights due to the armed forces’ features; therefore, this report sorted findings
into either the civil and political rights or the economic, social, and cultural rights
and inquired into them accordingly.
The current conditions of the North Korean military in respect to civil and political
rights can be compared with those of the South Korean military. “Research on
Measures for Establishment of Fundamental Rights of Military Personnel” (2004)
by the Korea Institute for Defense Analyses assumed that military personnel also
enjoy all of the fundamental rights enshrined in the Constitution of South Korea
just equally as other general civilians. The research points out that the most
problematic right, in reality, is the iii) fundamental right to freedom due to the
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purpose and the features of the military organization. Significant limitations upon
the fundamental rights to freedom include the restrictions on the freedom of mind,
restrictions on personal liberties (duty of loyalty, ban on collective action, ban on a
breakaway from a place of duty, duty of confidentiality, disciplinary actions, and
application of military criminal laws), and the ban on private sanctions for the
protection of personal liberties.
Furthermore, it is confirmed from the actual questionnaires for Chapter 4 on
analysis of the current state of military human rights that the research discusses
very substantive cases of violations of human rights that soldiers experience in
daily life and remedial procedures rather than abstract matters such as a theoretical
discussion on military human rights and categorization. The significant items of the
questionnaire are as follow:
· Overall state of human rights within the military
· Matters related to battery and maltreatment in barracks
· Matters related to the controlling organization culture
· Matters related to the grievance procedures
· Recent countermeasures for prevention of accidents and measures for establishment
of military discipline

The research on military human rights conducted in the civil sector, which
investigates and reports specific cases of human rights violations such as beatings
and hazing, takes a much more substantive approach. Of course, the conceptual
examination and contemplation of military human rights have been invested, but
the focus of the probe and study is on the human rights of soldiers and related to
the current state of the fundamental rights and violation cases. The most
comprehensive military human rights research conducted was that of the NHRCK
in 2005 by a team at Sungkonghoe University, “Survey Research on the Situations
of Human Rights within the Military and Reformation Plans.” This study carried
out the ‘analysis of the actual state of human rights of soldiers’ under the following
eleven scopes:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.

The right to communication
Battery, maltreatment and verbal abuse
The right to work and rest and leisure
The right to privacy
Monthly wage
Conditions of food, clothing, and shelter
The right to medical care
Discrimination
Furlough
Awareness of rights
Grievance procedures (‘Acceptance of Wish’ in Korean)

Items 1, 2, 3, 4, 8, and 9 out of the eleven categories fall under civil and political
rights, and items 5, 6, and 7 are the economic, social, and cultural rights. Lastly,
item no. 11 is related to the relief of rights, which belong to the fundamental rights
to claim.
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II. Civil and Political Rights of the North Korean Military
1. The Right to Life – Fatal Accidents and Public Execution
The right to life is the most basic and primary right of all fundamental rights. In respect
to the right to life of the North Korean armed forces, preferentially, this survey looked into
fatal accidents caused by the inferior realities of the military. Next, it enquired into the state
of public execution, which has been criticized the most.
The right to life of the soldiers in the North Korean military is gravely threatened. In
this survey, 90% of the interviewees (27 out of 30) responded that they witnessed
themselves or knew of a fatal accident during military service. Causes of deaths were
common in order of accidents during works, safety accidents, accidents during training,
beating/ maltreatment and/ or fighting. It seems that at least one thousand to several
thousands of soldiers die of all sorts of accidents every year.
Types of Accidents
Accidents during Work
Safety Accidents
Accidents during Training
Battery/ Maltreatment, Fighting
Firearms
Infirmity/ Malnutrition
Sum

Case Number
16
11
8
8
6
3
52

Table 2 Fatal Accidents Testified by Interviewees (Indirect or Direct Witness)2

In the case of the public execution, it is confirmed to be carried out for the sake of the
establishment of the military discipline. Among thirty interviewees, eight people (26.7%)
responded to have witnessed a public execution on site. The other twenty-two answered
negatively.
Response
Yes, I have witnessed it.
No, I haven’t witnessed.
Sum

Case Number
8
22
30

Proportion (%)
26.7
73.3
100

Table 3 Direct Witness of Public Execution or Knowledge of Execution in One’s Unit3

The interviewees said, frequently, that public execution is rare in the military, even in
comparison with those in society, as it is directly linked to military discipline and morale.
Also, there was no statement regarding extrajudicial, summary, or arbitrary execution. It is
because, as mentioned, such a practice is directly connected to military discipline and
morale, so the military does not publicly execute someone unless there is a need to set a
‘trial way [example]’ in the case of the violation of the Supreme Leader’s guidelines. It
seems such a case is scarce as well in the military confinement facilities.

2

For the convenience, the table number is identical to that in the final report. See page 11.

3

See page 15
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There were seven specified cases of public executions. Three of them happened in the
1990s, three others were in the 2000s, and the seventh was in the 2010s. It is reported that
the number of public executions is decreasing under Kim Jong-un’s administration
(December 2011). This trend is consistently confirmed in the case of the military’s public
execution of soldiers as well through the reported cases and general statements of the
interviewees.
2. The Right to Freedom from Inhumane Treatment – Battery, Maltreatment, and
Verbal Violence
It is safe to say such violence is prevalent within the military. After the mid-2000s and
the Kim Jong-un administration’s coming to power, there have been efforts to eradicate
beating and maltreatment within the military. However, beatings occur on a daily basis still.
It is not an exaggeration to say that there is not a soldier without experience of beating and
maltreatment. An understanding that such beatings and maltreatments are inevitable to
control the enlisted personnel in the reality where everything, including dietary conditions,
is inadequate.
Category
Male
Female
Subtotal
Male
Female
Subtotal

Yes
No
Sum

Number of Respondents
23
6
29
0
1
1
30

Proportion (%)
76.7
20.0
96.7
0
3.3
3.3
100

Table 4 Experiences of Assault and Battery

Category
Male
Female
Subtotal
Male
Female
Subtotal

Ordinary
Covert
Sum

Number of Respondents
22
2
24
1
5
6
30

Proportion (%)
73.3
6.7
80.0
3.3
16.7
20.0
100

Table 5 Reality of Assault and Battery (Severity)

Twenty-four interviewees out of the thirty responded that beatings are everyday events.
Notably, they said that it would be difficult in terms of unit management, including
maintaining the relationship between subordinates and superiors, accomplishing
instructions, and smooth implementation of training and education, without beatings.
Recently, the North Korean military is also, internally, putting forth efforts (Supreme
Leader’s guidelines) to eradicate battery, and it seems the frequency has dropped compared
to the past. There were reports from the in-depth interviews that the battery is declining
even though it is still severe. Interestingly, all of those who agreed on the decline of battery
served in the military after 1998. None of the fourteen interviewees who joined the military
before 1997 (ten males and four females) responded positively with the decline of battery.
However, more than the majority, nine persons (eight males and one female), out of the
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sixteen interviewees who served in the military after 1998 (thirteen males and three
females), said that there is a declining tendency.
Category
Male
Female
No Change
Subtotal
Male
Female
Decline
Subtotal
Sum

Number of Respondents
15
6
21
8
1
9
30

Proportion (%)
50.0
20.0
70.0
26.7
3.3
30.0
100

Table 6 Reality of Assault and Battery (Change)

Nevertheless, the response that the battery is declining does not necessarily imply that
there is a significant drop in battery and that it is hard to find a case of beating. Those who
answered that it is decreasing also said that beatings still covertly linger on in different
ways, although it is not overt as in the past.
The situation of maltreatment seems to be prevalent, just like in the case of battery. The
most frequently reported types of hazing are as stated in <Table 8>. Some cases of
maltreatments were done by senior soldiers against junior soldiers, but mostly it was
collectively done by a company leader, a platoon leader, a chief of sergeants, and/ or a
squad leader.
Name
Height Running
Height Running with
Mattress
First-come-first-serve
Goose Rounding
(Goose Running)
Pull-up Bar / Parallel
Bars4

Repetition of Readyto-Sleep & Wake-up
Doubling Duty

Explanation
Running up and down a high ground near troop barracks or
a training field
‘Height running’ while carrying a mattress
Repeating ‘Height Running’ except for the person who
returned to the starting point first
Continuously walking around the training ground in goose
steps, kicking one’s leg straight at a right angle as if in a
military review
Repeatedly giving a demanding degree of training of pull-up
bars and parallel bars to the weak warriors, especially the
recruit
‘Ready-to-sleep’ is to cover oneself with bedding quickly
after the night roll call. When the orderly officer is
dissatisfied with the condition for night roll call, then he may
repeatedly give commands of ‘ready-to-sleep’ and ‘wakeup,’ so the enlisted soldiers had to go up and down the beds.
Assigning guard duty and kitchen duty twice or triple

Pull-up bar and parallel bars trainings are basic activities for a North Korean soldier after joining the military.
There are six levels according to the level of difficulty. Enlisted soldiers with weak muscular strength have
difficulty in completing it.
4
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Name

Explanation

Forced Memorization

Forcing one to memorize things in addition to things that one
already memorized

Head Pinning

Putting one’s head on the bare ground while placing one’s
legs on a desk or a bed

Boxing / Fighting
Training

Beating in the pretext of boxing and fighting training

Table 7 Typical Maltreatment of the North Korean Military5

Significant cases caused by verbal violence were not testified in these in-depth
interviews, compared with those of battery and cruel treatment. It seems that there are
relatively lesser needs or reasons for tenaciously and persistently harassing others with
verbal abuse as physical abuse is rampant already.
3. The Right to Freedom from Forced Labor – Construction/ Agricultural Work
The labor rights are not protected either. The North Korean soldiers are constructing
almost all military bases and facilities, including base barracks and camps, by themselves.
Also, they are constantly mobilized in nonmilitary works such as civilians’ agricultural
farms and construction sites. They suffer from harsh, heavy labor for most of the time in a
year due to excessive and long-term mobilization and lack of agricultural machines, heavy
construction equipment, and safety tools. This falls under the forced labor banned under
the core conventions of the International Labor Organization.
Except for special forces, most of the ordinary enlisted soldiers are invested in diverse
laborious work throughout their military service. These jobs can be classified into three
types: first, work related to military bases and facilities; second, aid to construction work
– i.e., public work that is not related to military bases or facilities; third, work related to
agriculture, including supporting farming activities. The first type covers almost every
fatigue work necessary for a military unit. Military personnel builds, by themselves, most
of the facilities in the concerned military station, including almost all of the building,
fighting, and defensive positions like mines, shooting galleries, and training fields. Repairs
are done annually as well. The second type is work, mostly known as ‘construction aid.’
The mobilization is to support public and construction work needed by the private or the
public sectors, not the affiliated unit or the military. There are constructions of roads,
bridges, power plants, houses, including apartments, gyms, and cultural facilities. Lastly,
the third type is related to the agricultural industry. Most of the military units have rice
paddies and farms that the soldiers farm by themselves in order to provide staples and
supplemental articles of diet. The place is called a sideline land/farm/field. While the
operation of a sideline land is entrusted with a limited number of enlisted soldiers skilled
in agriculture, the ‘agricultural aid’ applies to all soldiers. Most soldiers are drawn to
nearby civilian collective farms during busy farming seasons.

5

See page 24.
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4. The Rights of Detainees and Fair Trial - Military Confinement Facilities, Trial, &
Punishment
The military justice system of the North Korean armed forces is merely nominal.
General faults occurring throughout the service are punished by each unit. Political crimes
or severe corruption are punished by the Military Security Bureau of the People’s Army,
whose criteria are unclear. The processes of investigation and trial are also opaque, and it
is not possible to expect a fair trial. Types of punishments and standards for determination
of imprisonment period in a confinement facility are all obscure.
It is the Military Security Bureau of the People’s Army that plays a more critical and
substantial role and function in the North Korean military justice system rather than the
court-martial and military prosecutors. The Military Security Bureau is one of the three
foremost intelligence and inspection authorities along with the Ministry of People’s
Security (Police) and the Department of State Security (Intelligence), and it is ultimately
an organ that preserves the regime. After 2016, it was downgraded to a department, and its
authority dwindled; nevertheless, basically, it still takes charge of investigations,
preliminaries, and executions of all military criminal activities within the People’s Army.
The Military Security Bureau is found under the supreme commander in the line of
command. Accordingly, it directly reports to the supreme commander about trends and
information concerning the core of the military authorities without going through a
political, a commanding, or administrative bureaus of the People’s Army (each in order is
the General Political Bureau, General Staff Department, the Ministry of People’s Armed
Forces); it also investigates independently when it comes to military criminal affairs.
Additionally, all activities are processed in confidentiality, so the internal process and
sometimes even the results are not made public. The unique features of the Military
Security Bureau of the People’s Army and the general secretiveness, self-preservation-ism,
corruption and graft, and opportunism seem to cause difficulties in basic administration of
justice, apart from whether the North Korean military justice is fully prepared or whether
it is conforming.
The names and the types of military confinement facilities collected from the in-depth
interviews are as stated in the <Table 9>:
Appellation
Reeducation Camp/Guardhouse
Labor Company/Labor Regiment
Short-term labor camp/ Labor camp / Labor
education camp/ Labor prison
Pretrial detention center/Detention Center/
Confinement center
Military Correctional/ Reeducation Camp
(Military Prisons Nos. 606 and 607)

Notice
Each Unit
Each Unit
Each Unit
Military Security Unit under the
Military Security Bureau
Military Security Bureau

Table 8 Diverse Types of North Korean Military Confinement Facilities and Their Appellations6

6

See page 35
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It was still hard to identify the management authority of each facility. Other factual
surveys and research neither uncovered the information. For instance, a regular
correctional camp is managed by the Correctional Bureau of the Ministry of People’s
Security, and the Ministry of State Security manages a political prisoner camp.
Nevertheless, according to the testimonies of some of the interviewees, it appears that each
military unit manages a reeducation camp (kyoyangso)/ military guardhouse, short-term
labor camp (rodongdanryondae)/ labor camp (danryondae)/ labor education camp
(rodongkyoyangso)/ labor prison (rodongkyohwaso). The Military Security Bureau
operates a pretrial detention center (kurujang)/detention center (kuchiso)/ confinement
center (kukumso) and military correctional camp/military reeducation camp. Still, the
management authorities should be further investigated.
Types
Labor Company,
Labor Regiment,
Guardhouse
(Short-term)
labor camp, Labor
Education Camp /
Labor prison

Operational Principles
Normally detained for 10 days to 6 months

Notice

Normally detained for 6 months to less than
2 years

Return to
one’s unit is
available
(restoration or
demotion)

An alternative name for a labor
company, a short-term labor camp, a
labor education camp in a unit where
Pre-trial detention
those are not established
center, Detention
Center, Confinement - A waiting place where a person stays
center
before transported to a labor company, a
short-term labor camp, a labor education
camp or a (military or civilian) prison
Detained
for more than 2 years
Military Correctional
- The Camp No. 606 and the Camp No.
/ Education Camp
(Military Prisons)
607
-

Return to the
livelihood
(dishonorable
discharge)
Return to
one’s unit is
unavailable

Table 9 Types of Military Confinement Facilities and the Operational Principles7

It is quite acceptable to regard that the Military Security Bureau is enforcing the law
with absolute authority within the North Korean military in spite of the existence of courtsmartial and military prosecutors separately. The North Korean judicial organs are the
prosecutor’s center (prosecutor’s office) and tribunals (court). However, as shown by the
collected testimonies concerning the punishment within the military from the in-depth
interviews, a military prosecutor and a court-martial, as if a role-play, came on the
exceptional scenes such as the demonstration of an exemplary way through public trial or
execution. The military security agents under the Military Security Bureau are de facto
enforcing the inspection, investigation, and punishment.
As already stated in the parts about confinement facilities, the overarching problem is
the unclear criteria of punishment due to the characteristics of the Military Security

7

See page 36
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Bureau’s work process (secretiveness and closeness) and the prioritization of the politics
and the preservation of the regime. It seems that military trials are processed in closed
hearings unless it is about a violation of the Supreme Leader’s matter of interest or
guidelines and the punishment thereon, such as a public execution or confinement in a
military correctional camp. Lastly, during the in-depth interviews, none of the interviewees
have expressed certain expectations or critical thinking about fair procedures with respect
to such punishments and trials.
5. The Right to Privacy – Free Time and Leave
During the decade-long military service period, soldiers do not have an opportunity to
enjoy the right to privacy. Rarely executed a regular furlough is, and neither are reward nor
special leaves. Informal leaves for procuring goods for unit operation and that one may
acquire with bribery became the typical style of vacation. Full-scale economic hardship
struck North Korea, and the military started to experience difficulties in the smooth
procuration of goods necessary for the proper operation of military troops. This became
the background of the conception of the supply vacation. Typical patterns of the other
leaves are either accompanying an executive personnel’s official trip or going on a business
trip by bribing after one becomes the highest rank soldier, such as a squad-leader or a
deputy-platoon leader. The traveling companion does not differ so much from the bribery.
Either a company leader, a chief of staff, or political commissar of a company or a battalion,
often has to cross the boundaries of provinces for official business.8 The traveling process
costs quite a bit. However, it is rare to have the cost covered by the per diem allowance.
That is why a commissioned officer brings a soldier with economic affordability who lives
nearby or has a connection to the destination of a trip in order to save the personal
expenditure.
Half of the interviewees responded that they had not been on a single leave during the
entire military life.
Category
Regular Leave
Special Leave
Reward or
Executive Leave

Number of
Respondents
1
29
30
0
30
30
3
27
30

Experience
Yes
No
Subtotal
Yes
No
Subtotal
Yes
No
Subtotal

Proportion (%)
3.3
96.7
100
0
100
100
10
90
100

Table 10 Experiences with Official Vacations9

8

The purposes of a business trip may vary from simple administrative tasks to apprehension of deserters.

9

See page 47
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Category
Supply Leave
Other Leave

Number of
Respondents
2
28
30
7
23
30

Experience
Yes
No
Subtotal
Yes
No
Subtotal

Proportion
6.7
93.3
100
23.3
76.7
100

Table 11 Experiences with Unofficial Vacations10

6. The Right to Communication – Epistle and Mobile Phone
The right to communication is limited. Mail delivery may take up to several months,
so it only serves as a means to inquire after parents and relatives at the beginning of one’s
military service. Even if a soldier can relatively communicate freely via letter, it is hard to
concur that the right to communication is protected at the level of the international human
rights norms. When there is the protection of the right to communication, the basic premise
would be the availability of reciprocal communication with the counter-partner within a
reasonable time period. Only then is it possible to have meaningful dialog and emotional
stability and satisfaction. However, the time consumed for mail correspondence takes, if
lucky, one or two months at a minimum, generally three months, and even a year at
maximum. Unfortunately, sometimes, it can be lost in the middle. For the long lead time,
the interviewees commonly suggested it is hard to verify reception either.
After the start of the mobile telecommunication service in North Korea in 2008, a
portion of the executive personnel (above company-leader grade) started to use mobile
phones around the early 2010s. From the mid-2010s, it is confirmed that most of the
commissioned officers (above platoon-leader grade) are using mobiles, and plenty of chiefs
of sergeants are using one under the connivance of the executive personnel. In some units,
it seems the deputy-platoon leaders (squad leaders) also purchase and use mobile phones.
Though it is hard to verify any regulations regarding the use of mobile phones in the
North Korean military, of course, it is against the regulations. The interviewees who served
in the military around the time of full-scale distribution of mobile phones testified that
soldiers with a phone, naturally, hid it or left it in a civilian outsider’s residence and used
it secretly. Executive personnel do carry one but do not publicly use it.
7. The Right to Equality – Placement and Living
In respect to the assignment to and life in a unit, a soldier’s right to equality is severely
infringed based on the constituents (songbun) and economic backgrounds. Offspring of the
powerful and wealthy families employ personal networks and bribery to be assigned to a
military abase with a relatively better work environment.
In total, eight interviewees reported that they had used personal connections and
bribery (to do business) to be assigned to a “good” military unit. Of course, these business
activities were done by their parents when their seventeen- to eighteen-year-old children
10
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were drafted. On the other hand, twenty-one persons (70%) said that they just followed the
instructions of the Manpower Administration without putting in any extra effort.
Category
Personal Connections/Bribery
Personal Connections/No Bribery
Other means
Sum

Number of
Respondents
8
21
1
30

Proportion (%)
26.7
70.0
3.3
100

Table 12 ‘Business’ Experiences for Favorable Result in Troop Placement11

A series of daily corruptions are observable during barrack life as well. It has been
found that with economic affordability, one may offer a bribe (rice or cigarettes) to a
company leader, a chief of sergeants, a platoon leader, or a deputy-platoon leader in
exchange for a stable barrack life and the provision of perks of informal leaves.
8. Party Entry
Entering the party (the Korean Worker’s Party) is the ultimate goal of military service.
The reason why one endures the harsh military service under inferior environments is the
pass to the party entry that is given after the military discharge without a particular issue.
However, the recent policy on a decrease in entry rates and an increase in numbers of
members on a waiting list became a massive burden to the soldiers. Also, the use of bribery
and sexual violence (sexual favors) in the process of party entry is becoming problem as
well.
9. Sexual Violence
Mostly, sexual violence is committed by a male superior (officers) against female
junior personnel (enlisted). When it is surfaced, almost always, it is linked to grave
violation of women’s rights such as pregnancy and abortion. The situation is dire since
practically there is no way for a woman to seek remedies for sexual abuses due to the
combination of the patriarchic culture of the North Korean society, hierarchical order of
the military, and inadequate service environment.
10. Grievance Complaint System
It seems that relatively many units are operating the grievance complaint system after
its full-scale implementation in the mid-2000s. Cases were collected that a decrease was
made in beating and maltreatment through an anonymous complaint. Nevertheless, many
interviewees testified that the complaint system is perfunctory and almost futile. An
interviewee even responded that lodging the complaint, per se, is dishonorable.
Category
Number of Respondents
Proportion (%)
15
50
Yes
15
50
No
30
100
Sum
Table 13 Experiences with the Grievance Complaint System
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Group
Before 1998
After 1999

Number of
Respondents
4
11
11
4
30

Experience
Yes
No
Yes
No

Sum

Proportion (%)
13.3
36.7
36.7
13.3
100

Table 14 Experiences with the Grievance Complaint System by the Year of Conscription12

III. Economic, Social, & Cultural Rights of the North Korean Military
1. The Right to Food
The right to food is the most critical and urgent issue in the North Korean military. It
is a grave tragedy and pain for the youth, conscripted at the age of seventeen, in the growth
phase to serve a decade in the case of men and seven years in the case of women under the
controlling environment and arduous training and work while not provided with good
meals. The quality of diet is a luxury to them, and the reality is that they cannot even
adequately consume food. It is far from sufficient.
Numerous soldiers suffered from and died of malnutrition due to insufficient food
supply. After the Arduous March lasted from 1994 to 1998, the absolute quantity of food
ration is inadequate. The standards of dietary life are abysmal because of the loss generated
from the process of delivery and transportation of food and corruption.
The food consumed by soldiers in the first-line troops can be classified mainly into
either staple or supplemental food. First, the staple food is either white rice or corn. It
absolutely depends on the amount distributed by an upper unit. The timing may differ from
unit to unit, and it could be entirely white rice or mixed with corn by 7:3, 5:5, or 3:7
sometimes. Also, when the food situation is highly unfavorable, the rations could be fully
corn worse; it could be whole wheat or nothing at all, in which case each unit member has
to provide for oneself.
In the case of the supplemental food, it is not an exaggeration to say that the only “stably”
supplied item is the radish. Even cabbages are not well-provided. Upon the supply of the
radish, it is salted and stored. This salted radish is served at the table for almost every
single meal. The North Korean expression of asking whether one served the military
“properly” and “long” is “Have you eaten some salted radish?” As implied, the salted
radish is the representative side dish and symbolizes the poor and weak meal as well as the
inadequate condition of military life. Other supplemental foods are procured by the selffarming of vegetables and sometimes from the nearby farmhouses. Meat and fish are
served on special occasions such as holidays.
There is also an issue of inequality in the right to food within the military. The quantity
and quality of food rationing of military personnel are generally better in the cases of upper
12
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units and units under direct command rather than first-line companies and battalion-level
units. Additionally, the guard command, submarine fleets, and special forces and units with
unique characteristics and locations have better conditions than the regular military units.
As a well-known fact, during the Arduous March from 1994 to 1998, it appears that
even the commissioned officers were not adequately supplied with fixed food rations for
both themselves and their family members. In the worst times, the distribution was not
made.
There are several cases where supply was insufficient before and until recent days in
the 2010s, not the period of the North Korean famine from 1994 to 1998, depending on
areas and units. Generally speaking, white rice supply drastically decreases around July to
September, right before the autumn harvest, and corn or wheat is supplied mainly,
according to the collected testimonies. In some units, they had to survive the period as a
self-sufficiency period.
The self-sufficiency means procuring foods independently, solves the dietary issues
within a battalion or a company instead of relying on procurement by the higher military
units. It is a term that anybody with experience in military service in North Korea knows
of. Self-sufficiency is used in diverse situations; the most general usage is to obtain staples
and supplemental articles of diet independently through farming or business without
supplies from the higher military unit for a month or two during a certain period of the year.
Sometimes, it may indicate the self-production of specific supplemental articles of diet,
not staples.
In some first-line troops, microscopically speaking, the diets of the soldiers may
broadly differ depending on the inclination or capability of a commander. For instance,
some personally resourceful commanders feed their subordinates, who are under their
responsibility, quite well through official or unofficial ways in a small military unit.
The interviewees agreed on the idea that the most pressing and core human rights issues
are the insufficient quantity of food and poor quality of meals throughout the ten- for male
and seven-year for female military service. Ordinary enlisted soldiers personally put in
diverse efforts to survive from the flawed realities of the North Korean food rationing, as
stated above. Simply put, they become thieves or receive allowances from home. A theft
was committed from time to time even before the Arduous March by some enlisted soldiers
of first-line units to appease one’s hunger, and it is still the most commonly committed
crime.
The North Korean military refers to malnutrition as “infirmity.” It is another severe
human rights violation across the right to food and health. As the Arduous March started
in 1994, the soldiers, following the civilians, began to suffer from infirmity even though
they were relatively more guaranteed of rations. The interviewees commonly spoke of the
infirmity, malnutrition, as if it occurs when a person cares too much about his or her diet
or a person’s mental strength (willpower) is too weak. Even though those descriptions are
not medically accurate, it was possible to glimpse the point of view of the first-line enlisted
soldiers on the infirmity.
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2. The Right to Housing
The right to housing is also very inferior. The issues of the right to housing comprise
matters related to quarters where most of the ordinary life is going on besides education
and training in the camp, washroom, lavatory, and other sanitary and convenient facilities.
Most of the military bases are not adequately equipped with heating, water, and sewage,
clean toilets.
None of the interviewees showed an enthusiastic reaction or response to the questions
regarding quarters and other various convenient facilities. Realistically speaking, since
starvation due to insufficient rations, hard training, and labor were the overwhelming issues
and factors of human rights infringements, the interviewees did not express a particular
critical mind toward the living environment. For a North Korean soldier, eating well and
sleeping soundly what they wished for. Moreover, the reality of North Korean soldiers is
that they can feel immense satisfaction just by resting in their poor quarters with two legs
stretched out; hence, they did not have much interest or opinion concerning the living
conditions in the barracks.
3. Health and Hygiene
The conditions are likewise in the case of the right to health (medical treatments). As
in the case of the right to housing, nobody expressed particular interest or opinion. Still,
testimonies that positively assess or indicate satisfaction about the quality of medical care
in a military medical center were not collected, where only basic treatment and prescription
are available. In fact, it seems that the military medical centers in North Korea are not
equipped with medical devices and pharmaceutical products necessary for medical care.
The North Korean military medical system assigns each company a member to be a
hygiene instructor (hereinafter, referred to as ‘medic’) and establishes a military medical
center in a battalion where a military doctor is deployed. There are more than one military
doctor and several medics in the military medical center of a battalion; there are about ten
military doctors in a regiment along with more than ten male medics and female nursing
medics in a military medical center of a regiment; there are about twenty military doctors
and fifty female nursing medics in the military medical center of a division. Under a corpslevel unit, there are “numbered hospitals,” which are comprehensive hospitals. About fifty
military doctors and a hundred female nursing medics and civilian nurses work in a
numbered hospital. Each corps has about two numbered hospitals; they are usually called
“numbered hospitals,” for their official names have serial numbers like in the Hospital No.
15 and No. 20.
In the case of garments, the following four items are the most basic and vital: summer
uniforms (summer clothes/summer wear), summer shoes (shoes, boots), winter uniforms
(winter clothes/winter wear), and winter shoes (winter boots). Most of the respondents said
that they received one pair of each of the four items annually. The following answer was
that they obtained the summer set once a year, but the winter set was given every other
year. Some also replied that, in the case of a special branch of forces, construction units,
and units with adequate supplies, the summer set was distributed twice a year. Remarkably,
the female soldiers have to endure great hardship, for sanitary products such as hygienic
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pads are scarcely supplied.
4. Monthly Wage (Cost of Living)
The monthly wage is approximately equivalent to the cost of a pack of cigarettes (in
the case of the enlisted personnel), so no one really cares about it. In the case of the officers,
the monthly wage is not even close to the cost of 1kg of rice in a market place, so they also
do not care much. Most of the enlisted personnel collect their wages in a squad or a platoon
in order to purchase cheap public properties (e.g., thread, needle, etc.) or supplement the
cost of travel expenses for executive personnel.
Category
Grade

Lowerrank
Soldiers
(Enlisted)

Warrior

Noncom

Company-grade
Commissioned
Officers
Field-grade
Commissioned
Officers

Rank
Warrior
Basic
Secondary
Upper
Staff Sergeant
Sgt. First Class
Master Sgt.
Sgt. Major
Second Lt.
First Lt.
Lieutenant
Captain
Major
Second Lt. Colonel
First Lt. Colonel
Colonel

Monthly Wage
Kim (2005)
In-depth
Interview, etc.
25
50

2,970
3,240
3,510
3,780(1,800)
4,130(2,000)
4,610
5,270
5,830

200
290
310
270
2,470

8,500

Table 15 North Korean Soldiers’ Monthly Wages (Cost of Living)13

Table 19 above encapsulates the state of the North Korean military’s monthly wage by
incorporating the data released in 2005 and the results from the in-depth interviews of this
survey. According to the 2005 data, the lower-rank soldiers were paid 25 won in the case
of warriors, which matches interviewees’ stories (NKSHR24, Discharged in 2003). In the
case of commissioned officers, the wage, which is base pay, was 1,800 won for captains
and 2,000 for majors. The net pay, including position benefit, long-service allowance, and
rank benefit, was 3,780 won for captains and 4,130 won for majors.
The wage for the soldiers in the North Korean military was raised nominally and
substantively, undergoing the currency reform on July 4, 1992, July 1st Economic
Management Reform Measure of 2002, and the fifth currency reform in November 2009.
However, as the sum was too trivial both before and after the pay rise, it did not matter
much to either the financial burden of the military or the contribution to the living
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conditions of soldiers.
A kilogram of rice was about 5,000 won after mid-2000 in North Korea, meaning that
a month-worth of pay for a junior commissioned officer only amounts to five hundred
grams of rice. It is not even equal to the daily fixed quantity, i.e., 750 (800) grams of white
rice. In short, the monthly wage does not matter to either enlisted soldiers or officers.

IV. Conclusion
1. Comprehensive Evaluation
The fundamental and critical causes of human rights issues in the North Korean
military are summed up mainly into two factors. The first one is that the government and
the military operate armed forces that are excessively large in size despite the prolonged
financial difficulties and food crisis. The second one is that the term of mandatory military
service of the enlisted personnel is just too long, compared with any other nation.
Enormous resources and capabilities are required to operate such a large standing force
of about 1,280,000. 14 The size of the United States military, which has the world’s
strongest overpowering military strength, has a standing force of about 1,340,000, which
by comparison, shows how irrational the size of North Korea’s standing force is. Although
it is outside of this research’s scope to assess whether the resources are invested
appropriately in terms of finance and administration, it is evident that the financial power
and the administrative and managerial skills fall short of those needed for the massive
force of 1.28 million.
The national infrastructure cannot be forgotten when it comes to the operation of the
overly large force. The armed forces of North Korea are deployed across the entire region
of North Korea, including the frontlines such as the Military Demarcation Line on the
Korean Peninsula, North Korea – China border, Yellow Sea, and East Sea. However, the
reality is that the condition of roadways and railways are too inferior for the timely supply
of the necessary food and clothing, the minimum necessities, to the military camps. What
is worse is that the units have to cover the logistical costs for the necessities by themselves
as well.
As demonstrated, the operation of a large force, far exceeding the capacity of the
government, is per se the fundamentally and structurally primary reason for human rights
problems in the North Korean military. This affects not only the economic and social rights,
i.e., feeding and clothing, but also the civil and political rights, i.e., right to life, beating
and cruel treatment, privacy, and equality. That is to say, the public executions, assaults,
and bullying are perpetrated and approved to control the discontent caused by deviant
behaviors and all sorts of complaints about inadequacy that inevitably accompanies the
consequences of the irrational and impractical operation of military troops.
The lengthy military service is also an essential element regarding the military human
14
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rights of North Korea. North Koreans serve in the military for a decade in the case of men
and seven years in the case of women. It is solely North Korea that operates such a long
term among all the countries having obligatory military service (conscription system), and
it is matchless. Israelis serve thirty-two months in the case of men and twenty-four months
in the case of women; Egyptian males serve a maximum of thirty-six months.15
North Korean enlisted soldiers join the military right after graduating from uppersecondary school at the age of seventeen, and the majority of them cannot regularly meet
their families under an official and safe environment for ten years in the case of male
soldiers until the day of discharge. They are not guaranteed high-quality food or good rest
under extremely unique circumstances riddled with strict command-and-discipline
relationships and hierarchy as well as a violent culture. Also, they serve in the military for
a long time, for which most of that is spent doing tiresome training and hard labor under
an insufficient housing environment.
The incomparable length of military service and poor service environment of North
Korea is per se an exceptionally grave violation of human rights even if a North Korean
soldier is not confronted with exceptional situations such as various fatal accidents and
punishments. According to the “2019 North Korea Major Statistical Indices” published by
the National Statistics Service, the life expectancies of North Korean men and women are
66.5 and 73.3, respectively.16 According to the simple comparison, North Korean men
spend about 15% of life in the military.
2. Suggestions
Considering the uniqueness of North Korea and its armed forces, the author holds
reservations about the appropriateness and effectiveness of comparing the human rights
situations of the North Korean military with the militaries of other countries and making a
specific recommendation thereupon. Nonetheless, it seems possible to give suggestions for
the improvement of situations regarding human rights in the North Korean military in
reflection of the universal international human rights norms. Indeed, the reality is that
North Korea needs to have recommendations regarding almost all rights laid out in the
international bill of human rights when the inadequacy of the North Korean military is
considered.
First, an international comparison has little significance. For example, according to the
United States of America’s civilian institution of ranking based on each nation’s potential
war-making capability, Global Firepower, the top ten military powers are, in order of, the
United States of America, Russia, China, India, Japan, Republic of Korea, France, the
United Kingdom, Egypt, and Brazil. Among them, the countries operating a significant
degree of a mandatory military system are Russia (Males, 12 months), Egypt (Males, 18 to
36 months), and Brazil (Males, 10 to 12 months), along with the Republic of Korea. Each
nation has a different proportion of enlisted soldiers out of the total military personnel, and
15
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The life expectancy of South Korean men is 79.7 and of women is 85.7; the North Korean life expectancy falls
short by 13.2 years and 12.4 years respectively.
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the military has different missions during peacetime and wartime. Above all, the difference
between national power is excessively large. Thus, it seems insignificant to compare the
situations of human rights in the North Korean military, which is ranked twenty-fifth, with
Russia, the Republic of Korea, Egypt, and Brazil. Moreover, it is not practical to compare
it to those with a volunteer military system.
Of course, it might be possible to attempt to compare with Iran, ranked fourteenth
(Males, 18 to 24 months), or Vietnam (Males, 24 months), ranked twenty-second in the
size of the economy and the level of national income. A comparative study should consider
a variety of factors such as the proportion of the enlisted members, as mentioned above,
the institutions related to the missions and the service, the military service environment
and conditions, and the socio-cultural differences. However, the exceptionality of the size
of the military force and the length of military service of the North Korean armed forces,
above all things, disrupt any attempt for a comparative study. In this context, Prisoners in
Military Uniform: A report on human rights in the North Korean military17 asserts that
“individual North Korean soldiers are practically like prisoners serving the term of a
decade.” In accordance with the conclusion, it is pretty appropriate and scathing to entitle
the report on the realities of the military human rights of North Korea as Prisoners in
Military Uniform.
This survey research judges that it is apposite to set the startling line of improvement
of human rights situations in the North Korean military from the United Nations Standard
Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (the Nelson Mandela Rules). Although the
enlisted soldiers of North Korea, the persons directly involved in the human rights matters
in the North Korean military, may feel insulted by the comparison of their rights with those
of detainees and regard the standards of detainees as the starting line for the improvement
of theirs. Nevertheless, it is undeniable that the situations of human rights of the North
Korean military are situated in an environment similar to those of detainees in the eyes of
the international human rights standards. Therefore, the Nelson Mandela Rules may serve
the most appropriate criteria.
Rule 1 of the Nelson Mandela Rules regulates, “All prisoners shall be treated with
respect due to their inherent dignity and value as human beings. No prisoner shall be
subjected to, and all prisoners shall be protected from, torture and other cruel, inhuman or
degrading treatment or punishment, for which no circumstances whatsoever may be
invoked as a justification.” Rightly, the North Korean armed forces shall be assured of
human dignity and free from inhumane or degrading treatment or punishment, while
affiliated with the unique organization, under the reality of the division of the Korean
peninsula and the military tension between the South and the North.
“Every prisoner shall be provided by the prison administration at the usual hours with
food of nutritional value adequate for health and strength, of wholesome quality and well
prepared and served,” according to Rule 22 of the Nelson Mandela Rules. The current food
rationing of the North Korean military falls short of meeting Rule 22 both in terms of
quantity and quality. The military authorities should provide every soldier with high17
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quality food sufficient for the endurance of arduous training and hard labor and health and
physical fitness.
In regard to the right to housing, the Nelson Mandela Rules prescribe, in Rule 13, “All
accommodation provided for the use of prisoners and in particular all sleeping
accommodation shall meet all requirements of health, due regard being paid to climatic
conditions and particularly to cubic content of air, minimum floor space, lighting, heating,
and ventilation.” The circumstances of the North Korean military barracks are so inferior
that it seems many facilities are not properly prepared with “cubic content of air, minimum
floor space, lighting, heating and ventilation,” as stated above. The Nelson Mandela Rules
may be applied correspondingly to the fulfillment of the standards for facilities.
The Nelson Mandela Rules provide the North Korean military with splendid standards
for not only general rights such as personal dignity, right to food, and right to housing but
also the rights that should be protected under exceptional conditions. Rule 43 regarding
restrictions or disciplinary sanctions stipulates, “1. In no circumstances may restrictions or
disciplinary sanctions amount to torture or other cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or
punishment. The following practices, in particular, shall be prohibited: (a) Indefinite
solitary confinement; (b) Prolonged solitary confinement; (c) Placement of a prisoner in a
dark or constantly lit cell; (d) Corporal punishment or the reduction of a prisoner’s diet or
drinking water; (e) Collective punishment.” These regulations can be applied and
recommended to the North Korean soldiers who are punished in the lowest quality of
confinement facilities, such as the labor regiment.
The North Korean armed forces are the core of the North Korean regime as expressed
in the features of the North Korean regime, the ideology of “military-first politics,” and
economic and social practices. Therefore, the issue of ‘Military Human Rights’ is far harder
to access than the issue of ‘Human Rights’ in North Korea. Most importantly, confronting
North Korea with its military human rights issues would more likely be received as a severe
threat to the legitimacy of the North Korean regime than a concern for the human rights of
North Korea. Such a reaction would not be so irrational since the roots of the human rights
violations are the long-term service and operation of a large force that is beyond
government capabilities under the chronic financial and food crisis.
Nonetheless, it is necessary to review whether or not the recommendation of reducing
human resources, which amounts to about 1,280,000, for the benefit of human rights
improvement in North Korea’s military is discussable and practicable. Likewise, it is
necessary to ponder whether or not it is effective to suggest efforts to resolve the financial
and food crisis for the improvement of situations of human rights in the North Korean
military as well. White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea 2020, too, says, “As the
right to food for North Korea residents is constantly threatened due to the interlocking of
various factors, a comprehensive approach is requested to solve the problem.” It is as plain
as daylight that the right to food for the North Korean armed forces would require a
somewhat more fundamental approach.
Even though this survey research has relied on and utilized them, in principle, the
distinction between the rights to freedom and social rights carries no meaning. They are
interconnected with each other and complementary. In order to substantially ensure the
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rights to freedom, a huge lump of the cost would be needed, just like social rights. The
inferiority of the situations of human rights in the North Korean military extends over the
rights to freedom and social rights as well. Therefore, discussing the right to freedom while
disregarding social rights bears limitations from the start.
Specifically, for instance, the reality of the nonguaranteed right to food is directly
linked to violations of the rights to freedom, such as infringement of the right to life due to
fatal accidents, battery and maltreatment, and all sorts of work that are sufficiently
recognized as forced labor. Additionally, there is testimony that physical exhaustion due to
insufficient high-quality meals cause difficulty concentrating, which eventually entails
various fatal accidents. Deviant behaviors, such as battery and maltreatment, can also be
viewed as an expression of the structural contradiction of the inferior living conditions of
food and housing of the North Korean military. The aid to construction and agriculture, the
forced labor imposed on the North Korean armed forces, is regarded not only as simple
suppression of freedom but also as a part of economic activities as a means to break through
the financial and food crises.
Lastly, the human rights issues of the North Korean military should be investigated and
studied jointly with the general human rights issues of North Korea. However, there have
been some defects so far. As it stands, the material regarding the latter has been
accumulated, whereas the former has little primary survey research or collection of
material. Thus, the improvement of North Korean human rights issues is in dire need of
consistent attention and further investigation.
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Discussion for Panel Discussion on North Korean Military Human Rights
By Bohyeok Seo (Korea Institute for National Unification)

1. Implications and Achievements of the Survey
 Enlargement of the scope of the North Korean human rights research
-

Study on the unexplored field of military human rights in North Korea

 Formation of a complex framework for the North Korean human rights
research, such as North Korean military human rights – North Korean regime
– division system
-

The situations of human rights in the North Korean military were the last
closed area in the consolidated North Korean human rights research
because of multi-dimensional non-disclosure; this survey provides the
base for devising the comprehensive awareness and countermeasures
about the human rights situations in North Korea.

 Verification of availability of the universal approach to the scope, evaluation
criteria, and deliberation methods regarding the situations of human rights in
the North Korean military
-

The necessity and importance of applying the international human rights
norms to the situations of human rights in the North Korean military; it
also opens the possibility to discuss the points of reform internationally.

2. Supplementations (questions)
 As applying the international human rights norms, due attention must be paid
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to the vulnerable groups’ human rights as well as the basic areas across the
civil and social rights.
-

Study on the military human rights of the vulnerable groups includes:
Female North Korean conscripts, Enlisted personnel, Soldiers with
internally displaced family members, etc.

 Limitations in the size of the in-depth interview
-

Enlarge the size of samples to improve the reliability of the analyses.

 Limitations in “aspects and a variety of human rights situations in the
North Korean military depending on the time period, the region, and the
branch of the military” (p.2)
-

Especially, comparative study of regions and branches of the military

 The point where the issue of “Party Entry” was categorized under the
discussion of civil and political rights (p. 14)
 The fact that it excluded the educational and cultural rights under the
discussion of the right to social rights
 While agreeing on the fact that the “fundamental and critical causes of
human rights issues in the North Korean military are summed up mainly
into two factors,”
-

The direct causes: the financial crisis and the long-term military service

-

The structural causes: distinguishment of continuation of the division
system and armistice regime and the culture of militarism
 Provision of grounds for comprehensive approach through the
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presentation of urgent challenges and mid/ long-term challenges, the
role of North Korea, and international challenges (including North
Korea)

Fact Check
 “under the Ministry of National Unification” KINU 18 (See Report pp.1-2,
Presentation p. 1)
 The KINU is an organization affiliated with the National Research Council for
Economics, Humanities, and Social Sciences under the Prime Minister.
 Validity of the assumption: “It seems that at least one thousand to several thousands
of soldiers die of all sorts of accidents every year” (p. 6)
 If necessary, present the system and the state of the North Korean military
service and use it as a proposition.
 “This survey research judges that it is apposite to set the startling line of
improvement of human rights situations in the North Korean military from the
United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners” (p. 24)
 While acknowledging its backgrounds and purports, devise standards for
alternative discussion that takes the unique features of the North Korean
military and the universality of human rights into consideration.

3. Future Challenges
 An in-depth study on each area of the military human rights in North Korea;
 Comparative study of the military human rights:
-

18

Use of the method of difference, method of analogue, and mixed methods

[Editor] revision is made.
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under the explicit setting of research purposes;
-

Comparison between the human rights situations of the South Korean
military during the authoritarian era and those of the North Korean
military;

 The capture of opportunities for the North Korean authorities to respond to the
issues of military human rights;
 Cooperation of researchers and activists.
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Debate on the Results of
3

“Survey on Military Human Rights in North Korea”
By Kwang-sik Kim (Korea Institute for Defense Analyses)

Generally speaking, a country’s military is a mirror reflecting its society. Situations of
human rights in society are represented in the military almost exactly, sometimes with
amplified and/ or aggravated aspects. The military is an organization legitimately exerting
organized armed force to undertake the responsibility of maintenance of military safety of
society. It is an organization that fundamentally operates on the basis of a hierarchy of
command-and-obedience. Even if its purposiveness may be acknowledged, it is inevitable for
the military to face difficulties in shaping the human-rights-friendly order due to its strong
collectivity. The cases of human rights violations in the North Korean military, collected from
the testimonies of the North Korean defectors who served in the North Korean military and
delivered to us by this survey research, per se, demonstrate the very extensive and much graver
circumstances. Nevertheless, the scenes share quite a number of similarities with incidents that
had happened or are happening all the time in many other countries. In sum, the situations of
human rights in the military are often determined by complex interactions between the unique
features of the military and the level of culture of human rights, corresponding to a society’s
political, socio-economic, and cultural developmental levels. It is the reason why the situations
of human rights in the military require special attention in almost every society.
North Korea once attempted to solve the double task of the financial crisis and the
security threats by increasing the efficiency through bringing the armed forces to the fore of
economic and social development and operation, asserting that the military is the foundation
of their nation, i.e., ‘military-first politics.’ Entering the era of Kim Jong-un administration, it
seems that the idea of military-first politics is switched to the idea of party-first politics,
meaning that the North Korean military seems to be controlled by the Korean Worker’s Party.
However, the importance of the military authorities and the military should be regarded
unchanged in terms of the North Korean regime’s sustenance. Therefore, usually, it was
deemed that the situations of soldiers in the military are better than those of civilian residents
of North Korea; indeed, it used to have that moment (the late 1990s). Nevertheless, the survey
research captured the fact that the situations of human rights in the North Korean military may
never be regarded as better than those in the civilian society because of the military’s structural
and realistic restrictions. It seems the situations are even inferior in some aspects.
The implications of this survey research can be found in the efforts to categorize the
cases of human rights violations within the North Korean military in order to conduct
comparative studies (with other armed forces, e.g., South Korean or other nations) in addition
to collect and report them. Surely, as the author acknowledged himself, it is apparent that the
survey contains limitations as a fact-finding study because it is impossible to conduct first-hand
research, there are not many resources available, and the size of samples is restricted. Also,
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meaningful analyses and discussions would inevitably be limited due to North Korea’s
exceptional size of the armed forces and the service period as well as other numerous factors
(conscription system and its period, rate of conscription, service environment, size of the
economy, national income, and socio-cultural differences, etc.) that make it improbable to
apply the comparative approach. Notwithstanding such obstacles, this study may be evaluated
as an addition to the studies on North Korean human rights, for it attempted to structurally
approach a specific society’s and a particular group’s situations of human rights.
One limitation of this survey study to be noted would be the fact that it did not arrive
at the point where it attempts to explain how the situations of human rights within in the
military are interlinked with those in the civilian society of North Korea. Indeed, this task
would be a topic to be pondered upon by many future researchers in the fields of North Korea
and human rights. Surely, in some aspects, it could be a voluminous task for this study’s scope.
However, the author points out two things as the fundamental and critical causes of human
rights problems of the North Korean military: that the North Korean authorities impractically
operate the excessively large size of manpower and that the period of its mandatory military
service is incomparably long. The problems of maintenance of the system of the mass army
and the long-term military service are directly connected to the food crisis and financial crisis
that the North Korean civilians share. Likewise, the study could have attempted to discuss the
aspects of ‘formation of conditions for human rights,’ which are suffocating the whole regime.
If so, it would have provided clues to detect which styles of approaches to the North Korean
(military) human rights may be effective.
The author finds it appropriate to set the starting line on the Nelson Mandela Rules for
the improvement of the situations of human rights in the North Korean military. Defining the
starting point as suggested appears effective because the North Korean soldiers are in the
environment, wearing military uniforms, which is not different from inmates detained for
crimes. Still, it is a prerequisite to establish principles and directions in a big picture in order
to implement the efforts for actual improvement of human rights effectively. The World
Conference on Human Rights in 1993 and the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action
adopted thereby requires any society to apply the four key pillars correspondingly when it
comes to the approach to human rights: universality, indivisibility, interdependence, and
interrelatedness. It seems that the most crucial would be the principle of indivisibility of human
rights centered around the right to life when it comes to approaching the North Korean (military)
human rights. Regarding that the essence of human rights is the pursuit of freedom and equality
as core values, it requires the simultaneous satisfaction of bread and freedom, that is the
concurrent request of the social rights and the rights to freedom, and both of them have intimate
correlations. This refers to the indivisibility of human rights, which becomes the essential
contents of the right to life. One should consider the right to peace, the right to selfdetermination, and the right to solidarity altogether at the same time, starting from the major
premises of the right to freedom and social rights. It seems that only after when an approach
and a direction are established and agreed upon based on these principles of human rights,
along with the re-cognition thereof, we may possibly discuss the human rights with nonpolitical viewpoints, overcoming the tendency of ‘security-ization’ over the North Korean
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(military) human rights and the partisan arguments.
At this point, the path to reduce the political and policy sanctions surrounding the
North Korean human rights issues and implement practical efforts to improve North Korea’s
situations looks like the increment in human rights-related soft-power of the South Korean
society by exemplarily initiate human rights agenda. The European Union realizes the values
of human rights by themselves prototypically and exerts influence on North Korean human
rights issues through the ‘normative power’ but reduces the possibility of instrumental zing the
human rights as political devices. When our society ensures the level of human rights
appropriate for the defense of freedom and democracy and continuously improves it, we may
surmount the controversies over human rights politicization. It is then when the smooth
management of South-North relations, as well as the improvement of human rights both in
South and North, would be possible.
Such a direction may be linked to the paths to effective improvement of human rights
in North Korea. Hazel Smith (2015) argued in his book, North Korea: Markets and Military
Rule, that we must find the clues for the changes in North Korea from the North Korean
residents themselves. The writer viewed that a social change may not be led externally and that
political changes in North Korea would much more likely be originated internally. As suggested
by Cho Hyoje, noting such a perspective, empowering the North Korean residents should be
assisted in the long term so that they may acquire abilities to propel potential and actual changes
in the society. “Empowerment” means to help the growth of the rights-holders to become agents
who themselves internalize the sense of entitlement and actively advocate for their rights. What
is necessary then is to make the North Korean residents have a concrete experience of human
rights, in which the experiences of the North Korean defectors could be very overarching media.
If they experience a system of human rights in the South that is totally different from that in
the North and deliver the experiences to the North, then such a conveyance will be a more
effective intervention to the North Korean human rights than any other methods. If our society
can ensure the level of human rights corresponding to the liberal democratic regime and if this
can be delivered to the North Korean residents, then it would be the vital foundation for
peaceful changes in the North Korean regime and formation of peace in the Korean peninsula
through the North Koreans’ internalization of human rights sensitivity.
As the author noted, it is hard to find an executable alternative for the improvement of
human rights in the North Korean military at this very moment. In addition, the specific
circumstances of human rights violations are closely interconnected, as if it re-confirms the
principle of indivisibility. Hence, it seems that a change or an improvement in the situations of
human rights in the North Korean military may only be possible through an overall shift in the
North Korean regime driven by internal motives such as North Korean resident’s recognition
of their rights, empowerment, etc. What we need to do now would be to find a way how to
assist such a transition and put it into action.
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