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Introduction to the Center for Military Human Rights Korea 

The Center for Military Human Rights Korea (CMHRK) is a human rights group 

founded in 2009. It has been supporting the victims of human rights violations, 

such as death, beating and brutal treatment, sexual violence, etc., through 

monitoring human rights situations within the armed forces, a typical blind area 

for human rights, where the human rights are often overlooked. 

The CMHRK’s major counseling and advocacy activities include, inter alia, the 

support of the bereaved family of late Army Trainee Mr. Roh U-bin, who died in 

2011 due to limitations in access to medical care in the Army Training Center; the 

support of the bereaved family of late Army Captain Ms. Oh, who died in 2013 due 

to her superior’s sexual molestation in the Army 15th Division; the support of the 

bereaved family of late Army Private First Class Yoon Seung-ju, who died of 

collective battery and torture in 2014; the support of the victims of former Army 

General Park Chanju’s gapjil (abuse of power) and the victims of the Army’s gay 

witch-hunt in 2017. It has been advocating for late Army Staff Sergeant Byun Hui-

su’s return to the Army since 2020. Additionally, it has continued to work on the 

field of democracy and the rule of law, which aims for civilian control over the 

military, by exposing the former Defense Security Command’s so-called “martial-

law plan” and illegal surveillance activities on civilians. 

The CMHRK is carrying out various activities to establish human rights-friendly 

defense policies on the basis of voices from the field-collected through counseling 

and advocacy programs. Key social movements and institutional changes brought 

by the CMHRK’s works include, inter alia, the movement for exemption of student 

loan interest during the service in 2011 (revised in 2013, partially retroactive); 

movement for the abolition of peacetime court-martial (partially reduced in 2017); 

the constitutional complaints against the military’s arbitrary detention (military 

guardhouse) in 2013 and 2018 (abolition in 2020). Such achievements in defense 

policies and practices are based on the thorough study of one or two research 

projects on various topics that are co-sponsored by national research and 

development institutes or the National Assembly or autonomously funded. 

The CMHRK is operated independently without the government’s subsidies. Thus, 

it carries out citizen engagement campaigns to secure sustainable initiatives for 

human rights advocacy activities by citizen donations. The importance of its role 

and accomplishments have been acknowledged by distinguished domestic and 

international public interest foundations. For instance, it was selected for the Open 

Society Foundation’s fund program in 2018 and received the ED Certificate by the 

NGOSource, a project of TechSoup and the Council on Foundations, in 2020 

(~2021). The “Survey on Military Human Rights in North Korea” is also a research 

project funded by the OSF. In addition, it was selected for the <Sharing and 

Dream> funds co-sponsored by the SAMSUNG and the Community Chest Korea in 

2020. Since then, the CMHRK has developed and operated healing programs, 

along with medical and legal assistance, for the servicemembers and their family 

who suffer from traumatic experiences of human rights violations in the military. 
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Nota Bene 

 

Translation 

 

The original version of the report is in Korean, and the author authorizes the English 

translation. Please, refer to the Korean version when it comes to accurate interpretation of 

this survey’s findings. The translation may contain grammatical errors. Please refer to the 

CMHRK Secretariat for any errors or inquiries related to the translation (mhrk@mhrk.org). 

 

The titles, names, and other proper nouns were translated on a word-to-word basis unless 

otherwise provided by the other referential sources such as the National Human Rights 

Commission of Korea’s Korean-English Glossary of North-Korean Human Rights Terms (2016) 

and some of the reports of the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the situation of human 

rights in the Democratic People's Republic of Korea. Also, the people’s names are translated 

according to the Romanization Rule of Korean Language (Ministry of Culture, Sports and 

Tourism Notification No. 2014-42), but it followed the conventional orthography if there were 

more commonly used forms.  

 

In order to provide further background and information, the translator added footnotes that 

are not included in the original text. Such footnotes are marked with the heading, [Note]. 

Lastly, some of the footnotes are different from the original notes due to technical issues. For 

instance, some of the footnotes in the original text explained the meanings of North Korean 

terminologies, but some might no longer be necessary once they are translated into English 

based on the signified, not the signifier; in such cases, the translator did not put a footnote. 

 

Lastly, some of the paragraphs, sentences, and expressions were also modified due to cultural 

differences and for the clarification of the meaning. Besides, the quoted testimonies of the 

interviewees used round brackets, ( ), to indicate the information added by the author for 

better understanding. The ellipsis, reiteration, and ungrammatical syntax in the original 

interview scripts are maintained. Square brackets, [ ], are used by the translator to supplement 

the original text grammatically. The unique words, jargon, or slangs of the North Korean 

language were italicized, where appropriate. 
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Terminology 

 

As this report mainly focused on the combatant personnel, “soldier” and “military personnel” 

are interchangeable even though the latter may include civilian workers in the military and 

others in its lexical meaning. 

Nevertheless, “enlisted soldier” or “enlisted personnel” refers to those who were drafted to 

the military for obligatory service. 

In addition, the words “military” and “armed forces” are interchangeable. 

 

“Senior (soldier)” refers to those who have joined the military earlier. The antonym is “junior 

(soldier).”  

Those who are enlisted (or joined the military) at the same time (or close enough) are signified 

as “comrades,” although its lexical meaning may encompass broader words lexically.  

On the other hand, “superior” refers to the officers who have higher ranks. The antonym is 

referred to as “subordinate.” Additionally, a “superior” tends to be “senior” usually but not 

necessarily. That is, “senior” may be used to differentiate the order among the “comrades.”  

On the other hand, the “low-rank soldiers” refer to the enlisted personnel and the 

noncommissioned officers. However, “high ranker” or “higher / lower ranker”, etc. are 

literally meaning those in the high or low ranks in the military. 

Lastly, a “commander” is an officer who holds the commandership, i.e., the right to order and 

direct the subordinates. 
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Summary 

 

Ⅰ. Purpose of Publication and Methods of Research 

This report, “Survey on Military Human Rights in North Korea,” 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 basic 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. This 

report was composed to offer a comprehensive understanding of military human rights within 

the context of the general situation of human rights in North Korea. Also, the human rights 

violations in the North Korean military are compared with the life and human rights situations 

of the South Korean military. This report is categorized into two: civil and political rights in 

Chapter II and economic, social, and cultural rights in Chapter III, each of which further 

elaborates and analyzes specific domains and examples of human rights violations. 

 

Ⅱ. Civil and Political Rights of the North Korean Military 

The right to life of enlisted soldiers is at critical risk in the North Korean military. 90% of 

the thirty in-depth interviewees answered that he or she witnessed or knows of cases of death 

that happened in his or her military unit. The causes of death were mostly in order of work-

related accidents, safety accidents, accidents during training, and cases of battery and 

maltreatment, or fighting. It seems that annually anywhere between a thousand to several 

thousand soldiers pass away due to various accidents. Also, public executions of soldiers are 

carried out as well for the benefit of the establishment of military discipline. 

Beatings prevail in the North Korean military. There had been an attempt to eradicate 

battery and maltreatment in the armed forces after the inauguration of Kim Jong-il’s 

administration in mid-2000. However, it is still happening in the military on a daily basis. It is 

within bounds to say that enlisted soldiers who do not experience physical assaults and hazing 

are scarce. It is a commonly held view in the military that beating and harsh treatment is 

essential for controlling enlisted soldiers under the low environment where everything is 

limited and inferior, including food. In the case of cruel mistreatment, it also happens every 

day as a form of collective discipline.  

The right to labor is not protected. North Korean soldiers are constructing troop barracks, 

military camps, and other facilities by themselves. In addition, they are repeatedly mobilized 

to non-military work such as farming and civilian construction tasks. Because of the excessive 

mobilization for long periods of time and the lack of agricultural machines, heavy construction 

equipment, and safety equipment, the soldiers are suffering from hard labor for a 

considerable period per year. It is a form of forced labor that is banned by the fundamental 



vii 

conventions of the International Labor Organization.  

The military justice system is titular. The military units punish ordinary misdeeds that 

happen during military service while the Military Security Bureau punishes political or severe 

corruption crimes. The process of investigation and trial is opaque, and it is difficult to expect 

a fair trial. The criteria deciding the types of punishment and the period of detention in a 

confinement facility are also unclear. The treatment in military detention facilities managed 

by the military units and the Military Security Bureau is extremely inadequate; there are often 

anti-humanitarian affairs, including physical violence. 

The right to freedom of privacy is rarely ensured during the decade-long military service. 

The regular leave system is practically ineffective. Reward vacations or special vacations are 

also quite exceptional. Informal leaves gained by the provision of goods necessary for the 

operation of a unit or bribing have taken root as the norm. It is connected to one’s economic 

power or corruption and graft. It is estimated that more than half of military personnel have 

never been on a single leave during the entire span of their military service. 

The right to communication is limited. It takes several months to deliver mail; hence, it 

merely serves as a tool for minimum exchange of hellos between parents and relatives at the 

beginning of the service. While mobile phones, supplied since the 2010s, are used amongst 

enlisted soldiers quite a bit, only an infinitesimal number of enlisted soldiers are using them 

covertly. 

The right to equality of soldiers is severely infringed when it comes to deployment and 

living because of the base constituents (songbun) and economic backgrounds. The offspring 

of powerful and wealthy families are allocated to places where the work environment is 

relatively better through personal connections and bribery. They may enjoy privileges with 

respect to rations, work, outings, and leave during their lives in the barracks, thanks to bribing. 

Joining the party is the ultimate goal of one’s military service. The reason why one 

endures the inferior conditions of isolated military service is for the party membership granted 

at the time of discharge after full completion of military service. However, the recent drop in 

the proportion of party membership and the rise of the proportion of waiting members has 

become a heavy burden on the soldiers. Bribery and sexual violence (sexual favors) in the 

process of joining the party have also become a problem. 

Male superior officers almost always commit sexual violence against the female lower-

rank (enlisted) soldiers. It only comes to the surface when the victim become pregnant or has 

an abortion, resulting in the grave and severe violation of women’s rights. The situation is 

daunting; it is hard to find a remedial means for women when sexually assaulted, because of 

the combination of the patriarchal culture of the North Korean society, hierarchy of the 

military, and poor working conditions. 

The grievance complaint system began in earnest around mid-2000, and relatively many 

a unit operates it. It is reported that anonymous complaints have decreased battery and 

maltreatment. Nevertheless, a large number of interviewees have testified that it is 
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perfunctory and barely effective. 

 

Ⅲ. Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights of the North Korean Military 

Along with the right to life, the North Korean armed forces are facing a great challenge in 

the right to food as well. Many soldiers have suffered and died of infirmity (weakness and 

malnutrition). The worst food shortage during the Arduous March (or March of Suffering, 

North Korean famine), from 1994 to 1998, had a tremendous impact on the military as well. 

Although the food situation has been relatively stabilized since then, the absolute amount of 

ration is still insufficient. The level of dietary life is terribly low due to constructive loss in the 

process of transportation and delivery of ration and corruption and graft. The interviewees 

shared the view that the insufficient quantities and low quality of food are, above all, the 

critical and urgent human rights issue during the ten and seven years of the long military 

service periods for men and women, respectively. Enlisted soldiers need to put forth personal 

effort into solving the shortage of rations by theft or aid from home.  

The right to housing is too inadequate. Most of the units are not equipped with heating, 

running water and sanitation, and hygiene lavatories. The right to medical care appears 

likewise. Only basic treatment and prescriptions are possible. Female soldiers are submitted 

to great inconvenience since feminine hygiene products such as sanitary pads are scarcely 

supplied.  

Nobody cares about the monthly wage (living expenses), which is about the cost of a pack 

of cigarettes (based on the enlisted soldier’s wage). The officers pay scant attention to the 

wage as well since it is about the cost of one kilogram of rice. In the case of most enlisted 

soldiers, the wage is collected by a squad or a platoon as a unit to purchase low-cost goods 

(thread and needles, etc.) or to supplement the executive personnel’s travel expenses.  

 

Ⅳ. Conclusion  

The fundamental reasons for the human rights problems of the North Korean armed 

forces are the operation of an excessively large force and long service term. The finance of 

North Korea and the military’s management capability fall short for the maintenance of a 1.28 

million force. The national infrastructure is so inadequate that the minimum supply, food 

rationing, is not even provided in a timely manner. The service term of ten years for men and 

seven years for women carries considerable factors of human rights infringements. North 

Korean soldiers suffer from forced labor while they are not guaranteed high-quality food and 

enough rest during the long service term; the danger of battery, maltreatment, and sexual 

violence is constant. They can rarely meet their families, as leave is not ensured. In the case 

of men, one has to spend about fifteen percent of his lifetime in the military.  

Considering the uniqueness of North Korea and its military, the author reserves himself 
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from finding appropriateness and effectiveness of comparative evaluation on the North 

Korean military human rights and suggestions for improvement thereof. Conversely, the 

realities of the situations of human rights in the North Korean military require 

recommendations on almost all rights enumerated in the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights, the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, and the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. Under this condition, this survey proposes 

to set the start line at the Nelson Mandela Rules for the improvement of the situation of 

human rights in the North Korean military.  

As confirmed by the ideology of ‘military-first-politics’ and its politico-military and socio-

economic practices, the military is the core of the North Korean regime. Therefore, ‘the 

human rights issues of the North Korean military’ seems even much more challenging to 

access than ‘the human rights issues of the North Korean [civilian] society.’ For instance, the 

solution to the problems concerning North Korean soldiers’ right to food demands an 

approach totally and radically different from the comprehensive approach for the civilian food 

problems in North Korea beyond the humanitarian aid. Notably, it is never easy to prioritize 

some sectors for improvement out of the human rights violations in the North Korean military 

since the civil rights and social rights are interconnected and complementary. If the 

agricultural aid work is banned, it would result in a violation of the right to food for the soldiers. 

In conclusion, the human rights issues of the North Korean military should be inquired upon 

and studied in tandem with the general human rights issues of North Korea, and it is in dire 

need of further research.  
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Ⅰ. Purpose of Publication and Research Methods 

 

1. Purpose of Publication 

 

Article 86 of Chapter IV (Fundamental Rights and Duties of Citizens) of the Democratic 

People’s Republic of Korea (North Korea) Constitution stipulates, “National defense is the 

supreme duty and honor of citizens. Citizens shall defend the country and serve in the army 

as required by law.” 

All men of North Korea are registered for enlistment at the age of fourteen. Most of them 

join the military upon graduation from upper-secondary school (age 17) and serve in the 

military for a decade, according to the “All People’s Military Service System” under the Military 

Service Act of 2003.1 In the case of women, the term is seven years. 

The inferior state of human rights in North Korea is widely known. The Korea Institute for 

National Unification (KINU) of the National Research Council for Economics, Humanities, and 

Social Sciences under the Prime Minister has been issuing White Paper on Human Rights in 

North Korea since 1996, providing basic information on human rights situations in North Korea. 

The civil societies focused on North Korea, such as the Citizen’s Alliance for North Korean 

Human Rights and the Database Center for North Korean Human Rights, regularly publish 

reports on human rights in North Korea. The former United Nations (UN) Commission on 

Human Rights from 2003 to 2005, and its successor, the UN Human Rights Council, from 2008 

and the General Assembly from 2005 have been continuously adopting resolutions on the 

situation of human rights in North Korea.2 

The situation of human rights in the North Korean military seems to be critical under the 

poor situation of human rights in the North Korean society. However, research on the actual 

conditions on North Korea’s military human rights is very scarce. The preceding research data 

are “Current State of the North Korean Military I: Interview transcripts of former North Korean 

 
1 [Note] North Korea enacted the Military Service Law in the 6th meeting of the 10th Supreme People’s Assembly 

in March 2003. Though the law reduced the military service term, all men who did not fulfill their military service 

under age 28 are to be drafted. It was a change from the nominal volunteer system to the full conscription (All 

People’s Military Service System. (n.d.), In North Korea Knowledge Dictionary, https://url.kr/gaCMEZ).  

2  [Note] See for the Human Rights Council: A/HRC/RES/43/25 (2020), A/HRC/RES/40/20 (2019), 

A/HRC/RES/37/28 (2018), A/HRC/RES/34/24 (2017), A/HRC/RES/31/18 (2016), A/HRC/RES/28/22 (2015), 

A/HRC/RES/25/25 (2014), A/HRC/RES/22/13 (2013), A/HRC/RES/19/13 (2012), A/HRC/RES/16/8 (2011), 

A/HRC/RES/13/14 (2010), A/HRC/RES/10/16 (2009), A/HRC/RES/7/15 (2008), E/CN.4/RES/2005/11 (2005), 

E/CN.4/RES/2004/13 (2004), E/CN.4/RES/2003/10 (2003); for the General Assembly: A/RES/74/166 (2019), 

A/RES/73/181 (2018), A/RES/72/188 (2017), A/RES/71/202 (2016), A/RES/70/172 (2015), A/HRC/69/188 (2014), 

A/RES/68/183 (2013), A/RES/67/181 (2012), A/RES/66/174 (2011), A/RES/65/225 (2010), A/RES/64/8175 (2009), 

A/RES/63/190 (2008), A/RES/62/167 (2007), A/RES/61/174 (2006), A/RES/60/173 (2005). 

https://url.kr/gaCMEZ
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military personnel defectors, the life of soldiers, personnel and welfare affairs system, military 

morale and discipline, military economy and industry” (2014) by the Korea Institute for 

Defense Analysis (KIDA) and Prisoners in Military Uniform: A report on human rights in the 

North Korean military (Kim, 2018) by the Database Center for North Korean Human Rights 

contain relatively detailed information. 

This survey primarily aims to objectively investigate and categorize the human rights 

situations in the North Korean military so as to provide baseline data. It is expected to 

accumulate and organize the material related to military human rights in North Korea, which 

is in absolute shortage, so that it may draw attention to the situation concerning military 

human rights in North Korea. 

 

2. 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 by referring to 

comprehensive factual survey and research on general human rights situations in North Korea 

such as White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea by the KINU and domestic research on 

military human rights by the National Human Rights Commission of Korea (NHRCK). 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 basic 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 thirty 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 the North Korean military.3 The 

 
3 The military strength of the North Korean armed forces is estimated to be about 1,280,000; it is comprised of 
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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 

with 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. 

Category Item Case Number Proportion (%) 

Sex 
Male 23 76.7 

Female 7 23.3 

Subtotal 30 100 

Age Group 

20s 7 23.3 

30s 12 40.0 

40s 8 26.7 

50s 3 10.0 

Subtotal 30 100 

Enlistment Year 

1980s 5 16.6 

1990s 11 36.8 

2000s 9 30.0 

2010s 5 16.6 

Subtotal 30 100 

Service Term 

1~5 7 23.3 

6~10 20 66.7 

11 or more 3 10.0 

Subtotal 30 100 

Discharge 
Time-expired  19 63.3 

Early  11 36.7 

Subtotal 30 100 

Affiliations 

Army 19 63.3 

Border Security Command (Army) 3 10.0 

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 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.). 
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The demographic and military-related information and statistics of the thirty 

interviewees of the in-depth interviews of this survey are as stated above. 

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, and reliability as well as insufficient preceding research. 

The author attempted to retain candidates for in-depth interviews close to the 

composition of the population as much as possible. 

2) Literary Review 

Next, the author analyzed the literature concerning the situation of human rights in 

the North Korean military. There were two relevant literary sources: one was preceding 

research by expert researchers and institutes, and the other was books drafted by the 

North Korean defectors themselves.  

The preceding research results and methods were analyzed. It includes Study on the 

Indiscipline of North Korean Military” (KINU) by Lee Gyodeok, Jeong Gyuseop, and Lee 

Gidong (2011), “Study on Military Service Environment of South and North Korea” 

(Journal of North Korean Studies, 37 (1)) by Kim Eui-sik (2012), and “A Study on the 

Barracks Culture of the KPA during the Military-First Era” (Journal of North Korean Studies, 

39 (1)) by Han Sangyong (2013). Most crucially, Prisoners in Military Uniform: A report on 

human rights in the North Korean military was reviewed.  

The “Prisoner in Military Uniform” is the domestically and internationally sole factual 

survey report on military human rights in North Korea, published in February 2018, which 

employed the methods of the literature review and the in-depth interview. Its literary 

review includes material from the summaries and lectures leaked from inside the North 

Korean military in the early 2000s and memoirs of the North Korean defectors published 

domestically in South Korea and newspaper articles. The in-depth interviews covered 70 

North Korean defectors who entered South Korea with experience in the North Korean 

military, selected by snowball sampling. 

Records of North Korean defectors in South Korea that gave testimonials concerning 

their North Korean military experiences were also taken into account. It includes the 

following books: Analysis of the North Korean Military under the Kim Jong-il Regime by 

Lee Min-ryong (2004), Spring of the DMZ by Ju Seong-il (2004), North Korean Military A-

Shake by Im Hong-gun (2005), and No Hardtack in the North Korean Military? by Lee 

Jeong-yeon (2007).  

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 
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over reliability and accuracy and selectively consulted relatively verified contents.  

3) Configuration 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  
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 

 



6 

 
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 features of the armed forces; 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 KIDA 

assumed that military personnel also enjoy all of the fundamental rights enshrined in the 

Constitution of South Korea just equally as other general civilians. Chapter 3 was divided 

on the scope of guarantee of the fundamental rights of military personnel into i) dignity 

of humans and the right to the pursuit of happiness as comprehensive rights, ii) rights to 

equality, iii) fundamental rights to freedom, iv) fundamental economic rights, v) 

fundamental political rights, vi) fundamental rights of claim, and vii) fundamental social 

rights; and it examines the potential issues derived from each of the fundamental rights 

of military personnel.  

Additionally, the research points out that the most problematic right, in reality, is the 

iii) fundamental right to freedom due to the purpose and the features of the military 

organization. Significant limitations upon the fundamental rights to freedom include the 

restrictions on the freedom of mind,4 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 

 
4 [Note] The KIDA includes the right to conscience and the right to religion. 
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soldiers experience in daily life and remedial procedures rather than abstract matters 

such as a theoretical discussion on military human rights and categorization.  

The major items of the questionnaire are as follow: 

 

 

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 Sungkonghoe5 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: 

 

 

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.  

 
5 [Note] It means the Anglican Church in Korean. 

· 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 

1. The right to communication 

2. Battery, maltreatment and verbal abuse 

3. The right to work and rest and leisure 

4. The right to privacy 

5. Monthly wage 

6. Conditions of food, clothing, and shelter 

7. The right to medical care 

8. Discrimination 

9. Furlough 

10. Awareness of rights 

11. Grievance procedures (‘Acceptance of Wish’ in Korean) 
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The following main text of this report classifies the current state of human rights of 

the North Korean military into two categories: civil and political rights (including the 

grievance procedures) and economic, social, and cultural rights. It elaborates on the 

realities of military human rights based on the findings from the in-depth interviews and 

the case-by-case testimonies.  
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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. In the case of the former, there were not 

any accessible statistics. It was only possible to gather testimonies from some of the in-depth 

interviewees who heard that the North Korean military authorities compile relevant statistics 

and compare the death toll among military units (corps-level).  

This survey research adopted the basic classifications and the table of contents of White 

Paper on Human Rights in North Korea issued by the KINU with appropriate alterations. The 

paper discusses the right to life at the start of the chapter on civil and political rights. However, 

the details are about ‘extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary execution,’ ‘broad application of 

capital punishment on crimes,’ and ‘capital punishment and execution of juveniles and 

pregnant women.’ Public execution is an agendum under ‘Section 2: Right to Freedom from 

Torture and Inhumane Treatment.’ On the other hand, this survey included public execution 

within the scope of the right to life instead of the right to freedom from torture and inhumane 

treatment. 

Such a modification was made based on the consideration of the reality and the 

characteristics of each human rights violation. The North Korean armed forces rarely carry out 

an extrajudicial, summary, or arbitrary execution, which is often imposed upon civilians in 

confinement facilities due to negative impacts on military morale. In contrast, an ‘exemplary’ 

public execution of soldiers is sometimes carried out. That is to say, public executions of 

soldiers are continuing for the sake of the authority of the Supreme Leader and the military 

and setting an example for military personnel. Those public executions are indeed instances 

of and results of inhumane treatment; however, it occurs because the North Korean 

administration belittles a person’s life and regards it feasible to sacrifice life as a means to 

sustain the regime. Thus, it is necessary to discuss this issue as the right itself within the right 

to life rather than the matters of treatment.  

Besides, the issue of rations, infirmity, and malnutrition, which in some ways account for 

the great portion of the issues of the right to life as much as the fatal accident, is discussed 

under the part of economic, social, and cultural rights. 

1) Fatal Accidents 

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. 
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 Number of Respondents Proportion (%) 

Yes 27 90 

No 3 10 

Sum 30 100 
Table 2 Direct Witness or Knowledge of Fatal Accidents in Military Units 

Except for three interviewees, all the others either witnessed a fatal accident by 

themselves or had a death case in a unit that they belonged to and in which they lived. 

Though the result may not be deemed statistically significant as it is a result of a series of 

in-depth interviews totaling thirty, it seems evident that most of North Korean soldiers 

experience the death of senior or junior soldiers or comrades directly or indirectly when 

the poor conditions and the long period of service are taken into consideration. One 

interviewee admitted that one colleague died due to his ‘mistake.’ 

 
I shot [a tree] as I was told so by my platoon leader. I shot it, but the tree fell and got 

spun as it hit a rock; it wasn’t supposed to though. … The tree going like this (downward) 
got turned like this (sideward). … A kid around the same age as us was back there, but he 
froze as the tree went down, so he was hit here (in the head) by the tree (because he could 
not dodge the tree). He slumped right there. Then, the wounded was carried on my back, 
running down, while bleeding. … I was afraid too. He got hit by my tree. But it wasn’t my 
fault. The platoon leader made the call. … While running down, his arms dropped. By the 
time of arrival at the military medical center (gunuiso), he was dead. 

Accident in 2003, NKSHR11 
 

 

The above narrative states an accident happened during logging on a mountain. The 

interviewee used “shot” to describe the last process of logging, cutting down a tree and 

rolling it down the mountain slope. The testifier climbed up the mountain as a platoon as 

usual and reported his work to the platoon leader before sending his tree down the 

mountain slope. After notifying everyone below, the platoon leader had him fell a tree 

and roll it down, i.e., he ordered for the tree to be “shot.” The testifier shot the tree as 

ordered. The massive tree rolled down the slope too quickly and hit a rock, changed its 

course, and crashed onto a nearby enlisted soldier’s head. While some might call it bad 

luck, it is an accident destined to happen due to insufficient observance of safety 

guidelines and safety checks on wearing protective gear like hard hats.  

A. Large Constructions 

Fatal accidents vary from a mass casualty incident of tens to hundreds of deaths to 

minor incidents that happen during training or work. The collapse of the Yeseong River 

Bridge in Hwanghaebuk-do in 1988 happened during its construction, which was 

mentioned by three interviewees who have a connection with nearby regions though 

they were not on the site of the accident. The accident occurred in the construction 

course of the expressway between Pyeongyang and Gaeseong and claimed the lives of 

soldiers from two battalions (about 500) who were on the deck of the bridge. Though 
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North Korea announced that about 200 were dead or injured, it is known that many 

more had passed away or were wounded (400 to 500). 

Types of Accidents Case Number 

Accidents during Work 16 

Safety Accidents 11 

Accidents during Training 8 

Battery/ Maltreatment, Fighting 8 

Firearms 6 

Infirmity/ Malnutrition 3 

Sum 52 

Table 3 Fatal Accidents Testified by Interviewees (Indirect or Direct Witness) 

The above table demonstrates the 52 accident cases, stated by the interviewees, 

sorted into major types. Quite various types of incidents of death are occurring in the 

military. The interviewees speculate an estimation of the death toll to be from about 

1,000 to several thousand every year.  

 
The size of the (annual) death toll in North Korea is about the size of two battalions. The 

Minister of the People’s Armed Forces, back then, emphasized the necessity to reduce the 
number from two battalions to one in the executive meeting. A battalion comprises of 
about 400 to 500 soldiers. 

NKSHR01 
 

 

This testimony is collected from an interviewee who served in the military for about 

two decades in the office of a company leader. The interviewee instantly responded as 

stated to the author’s explanation of the case of South Korea’s death toll that decreased 

from more than a thousand per year in the military in the 1960s and 70s to around a 

hundred in recent days. 

An interviewee who served in the military in the 2010s made the following 

statement.  

 
Innumerable North Korean soldiers were killed back in the era of Kim Jong-il. That is 

because there was no good communication, so Kim did not know of it even though tons 
were dead. Also, Kim was old, so such trivial information might not have been reported. 
Maybe? How many died back then … By the time of 2013, Kim Jong-un era, {guidelines on} 
<Putting an end to Accidents and Cases> were issued several times. But we (my unit) used 
to dig underground tunnels and bunkers – was it 2012? From 2010. Then, about ten or 
twenty were killed while the diggers, the mobile battalions, were excavating. Hit by a rock 
piece from a blast… The troops under the direct command of Hwanghae-do6 had ten dead 
 

 
6 [Note] The province where Pyeongyang is. 
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bodies; guys at the construction sites in North Korea maybe …, we were not a construction 
troop, so I don’t know much details. 7th and 9th General Departments’ construction 
troops,7 those construction guys are doing it (construction) all the time, so one dies from 
a fall or so while plastering up high, like a dozen floors up. About a thousand die in the 
case of North Korea (a year while South Korea has less than a hundred death toll). 
 

NKSHR06 
 

 

The above story is from an interviewee who was affiliated with the 610th 

Construction Management Department, whose main task was the construction of the 

Innam Dam and Anbyeon Youth Power Plant.8 Neither the interviewee nor the author 

can provide any piece of evidence backing up the testimony, but the other two 

interviewees who served in the 610th Construction Management Department concurred 

with the opinion. It seems possible to conjecture that a considerable number of soldiers 

were sacrificed during the Mountain Geumgang Dam. 

B. Daily Cases of Death 

Along with the accidents happening on the sites of large construction such as dams 

and bridges, there are numerous fatal accidents during the daily construction work in 

one’s unit and civilian construction support missions. Through the in-depth interviews, 

the author was able to confirm that those accidents were necessary consequences. That 

is, there are multilayered factors that make such fatal accidents occur.  

Above all, special construction machines are scarce. It is not an exaggeration to say 

that most of the construction is done manually. Because of the shortage of technical 

machines, it is hard to meet deadlines, and the completeness of the finished 

construction is below standard. In addition, whereas the construction work is often 

delayed due to the lack of machines, material and expertise, it has been testified that 

workers are often exposed to long work hours without appropriate break times. Under 

such conditions, safety accidents are inevitable even if one follows regulations and the 

normal process of work. In sum, it seems that countless accidents occur mostly because 

of inadequate safety devices, non-observance of safety rules, carelessness of workers 

(soldiers), low attention, and drowsiness due to overworking. 

The following testimonies demonstrate well how an accident happens: 

 
7 The 7th and 8th General Departments are affiliated with the Ministry of People’s Security, the equivalent of the 

police agency of South Korea. The 7th General Department is a general construction department that builds major 

national facilities, and the 8th is a general thoroughfare department that builds expressways and bridges. Though 

they belong to the security agency by their institutional nature, they are de facto specialized construction troops 

consisting of soldiers who were recruited through the general enlistment process by the Military Mobilization 

Administration 

8 [Note] It is also known as the Mountain Geumgang Power Plant. 
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(For instance,) here, people place scaffoldings and work on them to take off urethane 

foam. North Korea doesn’t have that. … Construction [process] is completely different. So, 
there are some guys who die from falls during construction. Other times, guys get tired – 
for example, there (in the Innam Dam) were lots of explosions during construction work. 
Then, the enlisted soldiers enter the blast sites because they are tired, even though they 
should not, and get some sleep [in the holes]. Then, they get blown up altogether at the 
time of the blast (failing to escape due to being asleep). Many people died like that.  

 
NKSHR13 

 

 

 
North Korean soldiers are not combatants but construction workers. Soldier-workers. 

So there are lots of soldiers who haven’t had a chance to hold a gun nor fire a single shot. 
Everybody goes to construction sites and build up apartments,9 but they do not get safety 
devices (while working). Isn’t the Republic of Korea thoroughly equipped with safety 
devices? Soldiers would do all the construction work in Pyeongyang-si. It’s always soldiers 
when it comes to any sort of construction. Still, there is no safety device. … There is a 
campaign called “Sleep for 2 Hours a Day.” So, work for 22 hours and sleep for 2 hours, but 
people get too exhausted and fall [from a height] while plastering without ropes or safety 
devices. When one falls while nodding one’s head due to drowsiness, that guy dies 
instantly on the spot. These sorts of accidents are just too many. I guess ten thousand 
maybe (deaths of North Korean soldiers per year)? 

 
NKSHR20 

 

 

The next reason for death, following construction work, is reported to be safety 

accidents. Examples found from the in-depth interviews include traffic accidents, 

drowning accidents, and suffocation from the gases of coal briquettes [carbon monoxide, 

CO], etc. 

 
North Korea has many cases of death, too. The basic death rate in our unit was – the 

unit was using coal briquettes during the winter; do you know anthracite coal? There’s no 
heating system, so the coal gets punched here and there with holes the holed coal (nine-
holed briquette). You know? They use the holed coals; anyway, it’s a coal briquette – many 
people die from suffocation from the gases of the coal briquettes. I mean, even my deputy-
brigade commander died of it, and two others died at the same time, stifled by the gases. 
Those cases are from my time, so that’s 1987. 

 
1987 Accident, NKSHR09 

 

 
 

 
9 [Note] A form of multiplex housing that is similar to condominium or flat.  
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The first one that I saw was the case when my superior got hit and killed by a car. He 

was trying to stop [hitchhike] the car in the middle of a road in North Korea. There aren’t 
many cars like [South] Korea, so the military had to stop a social [civilian] car when it needs 
to move for 15 or 39 km. But the social car [driver] was operating it at private expense, so 
they were reluctant to stop. But he died instantly after being hit by the car while blocking 
its way. … it was right after my draft, so I cannot forget that. We’re going for training. … 

 

1977 Accident, NKSHR02 
 

 

 
The second death was my comrade, who was assigned to the same platoon and trained 

with me at boot camp. It was September 2007. October, October, in the autumn, he was 
crushed to death by a flipped ox cart, transporting corn that the deputy-company leader’s 
household farmed. If there were other people walking by the site, then they could’ve lifted 
it, but that didn’t happen. He was crushed. 

 

2007 Accident, NKSHR29 
 

 

The following cause of death is found to be accidents during training and battery or 

bullying and fighting. The deaths caused by battery or maltreatment and fighting were 

mostly accidental. The number of reported cases was only one. However, quite a few 

fatal accidents occur during training.  

 
On a freight car – North Korea put all the carriages in the bottom, then tools and 

material, and people on top of it … people were boarded onto the cargos twice as high as 
the truck’s height. North Korean roads are not so well [as you know]. The truck got shaken 
and rolled as the roads were bad, and the cargo was loaded high. So, seven were dead on 
the spot – I remember the number because I shared the transportation with the corpses. 
Seven got killed, and four were crushed. Shucks. I can’t, even now… All of a sudden, at 4 
AM, an orderly officer instructed an orderly man10 to call me. … as it was an emergency 
… I did not even know that I had to go for sick calls when I followed him. After I arrived at 
the site, the site was like that. 

 

1996 Accident, NKSHR08 
 

 

 
Once in March 2012, a vessel departed (for training) from the coast, and there was a 

(severe) typhoon that day, so there was a shipping alert, and suddenly the ship struck a 
rock, and 17 soldiers died (for the vessel sank). 

 

2012 Accident, NKSHR04 
 

 
10 An orderly man is one who keeps a night watch and alert duty; an orderly officer is who controls the orderly 
men for the night duty hours. 
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Firearm accidents include accidental firing and friendly firing. Deaths related to 

infirmity and malnutrition were caused by wrong food consumption under the infirmity 

and malnutrition condition or the ingestion of mushrooms and grass on the mountain 

to appease one’s hunger by oneself. The issues related to infirmity will be further 

discussed in Section 1. Right to Food of Chapter III. the Economic, Social, and Cultural 

Rights of the North Korean Military. 

Still, there are relatively scarce people who have witnessed deaths caused by 

infirmity during the in-depth interviews. It is because the deaths directly caused by 

infirmity or complications from it do not happen in the first-line units but in the rest 

homes or military hospitals operated by upper units such as a brigade-level unit. The 

cases of death happened in a platoon, company, or battalion, directly witnessed or 

heard of by the interviewees were reported to be deaths from wrong food consumption 

and acute indigestion under comparatively less severe infirmity condition. 

 
But … I said one day, seeing off, clearly: “do not gather and eat mushrooms and grasses. 

Do not eat fruits from trees. Unknown fruits. Eat only those you know.” But a guy came 
back and started to vomit later that evening. He was okay when he left, but then his face 
got pale. I asked him early in the evening: “What did you eat? Tell me.” But he said he did 
not eat anything. Only the food from the unit. “Other guys are not sick who ate the same 
food from the unit, but isn’t it only you who is sick now? Tell me what you ate!” He did not 
answer until the end, holding his mouth shut. By midnight, as he knew he was taking his 
last breath, only then did he tell me, “I am sorry. I ate mushrooms. Mushrooms.” After his 
words, we ran up and down to get an antitoxin, but he was gone before a half-hour passed. 

 

1998 Accident, NKSHR05 
 

 

2) Public Execution 

Among thirty interviewees, eight people (26.7%) responded to have witnessed a 

public execution on site. The other twenty-two answered negatively.  

Response Case Number Proportion (%) 

Yes, I have witnessed it. 8 26.7 

No, I haven’t witnessed. 22 73.3 

Sum 30 100 
Table 4 Direct Witness of Public Execution or Knowledge of Execution in One’s Unit 

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.  
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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.  

 
There was once a public execution. He was a guy in the communication company – his 

name was … uh … I don’t know his name well. He was in the communication company. … 
There was an airbase next to our unit. There are hangars in the airbase filled with cans 
made of aluminum. Air cans that the aircraft carries in the sky… Guys were short of money 
and bought food from outside and so. Sometimes, they removed the cans and did it (sold 
them to civilian households). The place was ruined as most of the unit members went 
there and ripped them off as aluminum is expensive. He got caught as an exemplary case. 

 

2005 Accident, NKSHR02 
 

 

 
The execution by firing squad was carried out within a month from the case. Soldiers 

were in the front rows and then the neighborhood unit and civilians. As we were under 
the direct command, we were seated in the very front. As seated in the front, so it was 
close distance, and all was visible. His eyes were opening and closing. Alive. … His eyes 
were blinking, holding a round-curved wooden ball like this (in the mouth). I was out of 
my mind from then. [I was] seeing it for the first time. I felt my heart flip. … “This guy will 
be executed by somewhat law” and “Executioners come forward!” and then the 
executioners walked forward like this. And … “Fire a shot!” and three shots were fired, 
bang, bang, bang. Then, “Fire multiple shots!” and the three shot the guy multiple times.  

 

2008 Accident, NKSHR15 
 

 

 
I do not know how many months (the death-row convict was) in prison, yet three 

battalions were gathered … there was a shooting gallery at the brigade command in X-
dong. There we gathered. Three came forward, and each of them shot about 15? times 
with the foot soldier rifle, AK47. All three shot him. Then, the corpse was not taken away 
but had to be exposed in a place about 300 meters away, so it was put on straw bags, then 
people had to witness it. Those who witnessed held stones in both hands for 100% 
[everyone] and made a stone tomb with them. Throwing stones there. I do vividly 
remember as I witnessed it and by my hands placed stones on there. 

 

2015 Accident, NKSHR22 
 

 

Although it was not a public execution, one of the interviewees stated to have 

watched a documentary film about a soldier’s hanging who committed a crime in the 

military. It was not a drama or a second representation but a direct documentary film 
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showing complete scenes of a soldier who was informed of the crime he committed, 

sentenced to death by hanging, brought to the gallows and hanged. The viewing of the 

film was shown at the end of every three-month boot camp; all trainees watch it 

collectively in a multimedia room.  

 
[He] bought drinks on tab, smoked cigarettes on tab, and paid back with money from 

home. … paid back with money that he stole, but the payment was left undone one day. 
… The lady of the house threatened him for not paying 80,000 won. … “I will report you to 
the Political Department so that you cannot join the party.” So the guy was struck with 
awe all of a sudden. So, he came down there with an ax in his hand and intimidated her: 
“You, I will not let you get away with it if you do so.” The lady got angry, so she reported 
him to the Political Department. The Department investigated him, and he got demoted. 
… his line got ripped off.11 “You can’t join the party now!” He got punished like that. … So, 
he was so pissed off. He threatened the lady, visiting the house, on the evening of the day 
during his duty with a firearm loaded with a magazine of 30 bullets. … he did not kill her. 
He hit her with the butt plate of the rifle. … and deserted with cigarettes and food … with 
30,000 won in cash. 

 

[They] thought that he would run for South Joseon [Korea], so the search was carried 
out around the routes to the South, but he got caught, inappositely, near the border area 
with China. … So he was asked, “Where were you running for?” and [the investigators] 
asked, “Weren’t you going for [South] Korea?” … The process of investigation was all 
filmed.  

 

But in the end, the guy came out, sitting on knees and crying, before the execution of 
hanging, said, “Everyone, Never and ever become me. If you have wrong thoughts like me, 
you will end up with a life like mine. Sorry!” Then, we watched him get hanged with a thud.  

 

2006 Accident, NKSHR12 
 

  

 
11 North Korean lower-rank soldiers (equivalent to the enlisted and noncommissioned personnel of South Korea) 

serve in the military as a warrior for a year and promote to a basic, a secondary, and an upper soldier. As 

promoted, a soldier gets a new line. An upper soldier has three lines. A staff sergeant starts with thick line and a 

master sergeant has one thick line and two lines in one’s insignia. Thus, ‘ripping one’s line off’ means demotion.  
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2. The Right to Freedom from Inhumane Treatment – 

Battery, Maltreatment, and Verbal Violence 

 

White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea issued by the KINU mainly discusses torture 

and inhumane treatment during the criminal process, public execution, and forced 

disappearance as factors of the right to freedom from torture and inhumane treatment; 

however, this survey focuses on battery, maltreatment, and verbal violence based on the 

military features.  

1) Battery (Assault, Injury, Etc.) 

Battery happens on a daily basis in the North Korean military; it is safe to say such 

violence is prevalent within the military. Only one interviewee, a female soldier, out of 

the thirty, responded to not to have experienced any beatings.12  

Category Number of Respondents Proportion (%) 

Yes 

Male 23 76.7 

Female 6 20.0 

Subtotal 29 96.7 

No 

Male 0 0 

Female 1 3.3 

Subtotal 1 3.3 

Sum 30 100 
Table 5 Experiences of Assault and Battery 

In North Korea, battery, i.e., inhumane treatment, is unavoidable during the long 

service period in the special organization called the military. While battery cases are 

deviant behaviors that happen between individuals, essentially speaking, it is also an 

informal discipline mechanism for controlling the North Korean soldiers under inferior 

working conditions. 

Category Number of Respondents Proportion (%) 

Ordinary 

Male 22 73.3 

Female 2 6.7 

Subtotal 24 80.0 

Covert 

Male 1 3.3 

Female 5 16.7 

Subtotal 6 20.0 

Sum 30 100 
Table 6 Reality of Assault and Battery (Severity) 

Twenty-four interviewees out of the thirty responded that beatings are everyday 

 
12 In the case of the female soldier, she was a naval soldier assigned to a unit where a close relative was serving 
as executive personnel. The unit was under direct command of an upper unit. This case is quite exceptional. 
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events. Notably, they said that it would be difficult in terms of unit management, 

including maintenance of the relationship between subordinates and superiors, the 

accomplishment of 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. However, various measures and structural effort, more 

than the mere issuance of guidelines, are necessary to decrease beating cases 

significantly. The lack of sensitivity concerning violence and human rights also plays a role 

in the prevalence of daily physical abuse. Still, the inadequacy of conditions and 

environment for normal management of the unit, including sufficient food and rest, 

systematic training and duty, rational orders, and instruction, do contribute to the 

occurrence of battery cases.  

 
Beatings are quite universal over there [North Korea]. Simply put, here [South Korea] is 

a basic framework of human rights, regulating ‘do not do this,’ ‘you will get punished for 
doing that,’ and limitations on such things, but there is almost nothing. … A person did 
something wrong, a trivial thing, and then the squad leader to the deputy-squad leader, 
the deputy to his subordinates, would say, “Take control of it well!” [It’s] similar here [, 
right]? [I] got beaten behind the hospital ward and imposed with a bit of hard work for 
the most time. The beating was frequent for reasons such as a poor performance in 
training or mistakes in duty. Since superior officers should not catch it, to avoid getting 
blue (bruise from beating), they hit soldiers under the radar. Quite often you hear, “You 
deserve to be beaten,” and “This is nothing.” 

 

KSHR03 

 

 
I do not know what it’s like in [South] Korea to serve in the military, but I think life during 

military service is all the same. I guess there isn’t a place without beating. Isn’t it? 
KSHR07 

 

 
We were hit in front of other people. Especially, the low-rank soldiers. When they didn’t 

follow the training well. If so, then the squad leader would beat the subordinates. For 
doing poorly. Force training, not letting sleep during the night. That was considered to be 
reasonable in my days. Is it ‘Spirit Shouting’ here?13 We thought so. If I didn’t get to finish 
the training task of the day, then they didn’t let me sleep that night. Training. The squad 
leader would come outside and instruct to do certain tasks; if it fails, then he’d say, “You 
bastard are a shit bag,” and I got beaten. The squad leader would give the task again. We 
thought that such things were something we deserved. … once I got another line and gave 
training to a recruit, then I would do so, too. Anyway, that was the handed down military 
laws. In my time, we thought so. 

NKSHR23 

 

13  [Note] The original word is Gi-hap [氣合], literal translation is ‘collection of energy’. It usually refers to a 
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Like ammunition storehouse duty. When I was an enlisted soldier, after boot camp, I 

was deployed to my unit. The unit was – it would wipe out a regional town (gun, 郡) if it 

got attacked and exploded. So, I was on duty in a weaponry depot where real-valuable 
ammunitions were stored. I got slapped on my face quite a lot of times for sleeping during 
duty. But the reason why I did not have an opinion is that the fact that I slept even though 
the unit was such an important place, it was my fault. Whatsoever the noncoms said, beat, 
and hit me – I said it was my fault –, and, never once, … I had complained of it. 

 

KSHR19 

 

 

 
Beatings are like eating. It’s life. I was hit many times, and I hit many times. I, too, 

become a senior soldier, being promoted, and at last, I became the person in charge. If 
someone doesn’t obey, then you gotta beat them, are there other options? There is no 
means to cultivate. There [North Korea], they got no democracy like here [South Korea]. 
So, my behaviors were wrong, but, though I know, I don’t regret it deeply or anything. 

 

NKSHR25 
 

 

As demonstrated, battery is routinized in the North Korean military. In some aspects, 

not only the higher rankers but also the lower rankers who are assaulted take it for 

granted. Also, as acknowledged, most of the soldiers cannot but have complaints about 

the surrounding environment regardless of the low and high ranks due to the inferior 

realities of the North Korean military. Under the circumstances, physical abuse is 

employed to fulfill irrational or demanding instructions or orders. 

However, the culture of accepting battery as inevitable is not absolute, but it is also 

changing. This new shift is interlinked with diverse factors. The Supreme Leader of North 

Korea and military authorities’ guidelines are issued to eradicate assault and battery 

when there is a mortality event or a need to establish military discipline. After the 

inauguration of Kim Jong-un, those sorts of guidelines have been announced multiple 

times. Also, it appears that the soldier’s self-awareness about the inadequate troop 

environment is not operated rationally or sensibly due to changing times. The cognizance 

of the military as the ‘spearhead vanguard of unification’ has begun to fade. This seems 

to be interlocked with the way of thinking of the new generation (so-called ‘the market 

place generation’).14 

 

shouting before doing a move in a martial art. Often, however, it refers to punitive physical drill, especially, in 
terms of the military. 

14 The ‘Market Place Generation’ is a group of people who were born in the mid-1990s in the middle of the 

March of Suffering. They did not experience the ration system, but they are familiar with the official and non-

official market economy of North Korea, represented by the Market place. They are more exposed to capitalism 

and foreign cultures than the previous generations due to the increase of North Korea’s opening policy (trade 
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In 2004? Late 2003 or early 2004, mid-2004. … Back then, I was distressed as well. When 
I beat someone … One needs to punish enlisted soldiers by demotion, so. I am called for 
here and there. I can’t beat him. The enlisted soldiers resisted for being hungry. They 
wouldn’t do anything whatever I instructed. So it was a bit harsh. So, what was good in it 
(guidelines on the eradication of battery) for us? Anyhow, it was better since the status of 
the troop was raised and beatings were gone, but some enlisted soldiers made a bad use 
of it. Since life was tough, some cooked up a good reason and gloze over the instruction 
of a commander instead of saying “Yes, Sir!” and implementing the given direction. So, 
some damages were done to military discipline. Such things happened. 

 

NKSHR19 

 

It is divided by the year 2008. Before 2008, it (battery) was severe. It was really severe. 

Similar things were issued under the title of “Officer-Soldier Relationship (官兵關係)”15 

since the era of Kim Il-sung. Still, it (battery) was not considered as a misdemeanor or so. 
They turned a blind eye to it fairly most of the time. But from 2008, it became rigid. 

NKSHR29 

 

It (battery) did not drop drastically at an instant. … Again in 2014, the guidelines, 
<Putting an End to Battery Cases>, was issued. However, … as the guidelines were handed 
down … [they] made an example: Exemplary Way of a Chief of Sergeants16 of an XX Car 
Management Office! Military Guardhouse! Training Camp for six months or something? 
He beat a subordinate, enlisted soldier, … Really, [they] put one or two guys [into 
confinement facilities].  

NKSHR06 

 

with China), the improvement of access to external information from the opening, and the development of 

media (USB, mobiles). 

15  The term in the North Korean military means the relationship between the commander and the enlisted 

soldiers. There is another frequently used expression, “Unity of Officer and Soldiers (官兵一致),” which means a 

firmly united relationship with one mind and goal without a hair of gap, respecting each other (commanders and 
subordinates). 

16 A chief of sergeants (sagwanjang) is a position responsible for the lives of enlisted soldiers at company-level. 
The rank is sergeant major, which is not an officer but the highest rank of enlisted soldiers. The South Korean 
military bans a soldier from giving orders to another soldier except for a squad leader who has the authority and 
the responsibility. However, in North Korea, enlisted soldiers can take an office of a squad, deputy-platoon leader, 
and a chief of sergeants. North Korean lower-rank soldiers (non-officers, i.e., enlisted soldiers) are divided into a 
total of eight ranks: a warrior (lower soldier), a basic, a secondary, and an upper soldier are called ‘warriors,’ and 
generally they take five years. A staff sergeant, a sergeant first class, a master sergeant, and a sergeant major are 
called ‘noncoms.’ In order to be promoted, one has to complete a short-term course at a noncom school. 
Generally speaking, they are enlisted soldiers over five years of military service. Among the noncoms, a squad 
leader, deputy-platoon leader, and a chief of sergeants are appointed. The deputy assists the platoon leader. The 
chief of sergeants is also appointed out of noncoms, usually from 1st to 3rd deputy-platoon leaders when the 
antecedent chief of sergeant is discharged. The chief is in charge of the living of the company. Its role resembles 
that of the administration and supply officer of the National Armed Forces of South Korea. They have the most 
authority and responsibility of managing and controlling the lives of enlisted soldiers in a company after 
workhour (when the company leader and the platoon leader have returned home) as an enlisted soldier with 
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The efforts to root out physical assault were testified by the interviewees who served 

in the military in the 1980s as well. Though the degree might vary, it is confirmed that 

guidelines on the eradication of battery are annually issued. National Defense 

Commission Chairman Kim Jong-il, taking the office of the commander of the Korean 

People’s Army, had also made a firm direction on the extirpation of battery in a dimension 

of “Officer-Soldier Relationship/Unity of Officer and Soldiers” before the death of 

President Kim Il-sung. It seems that State Affairs Commission Chairman Kim Jong-un is 

also giving out much stricter guidelines on the eradication of battery than his 

predecessors since his inauguration in 2011, actually exerting influence on the first-line 

troops. 

 
(In relation to battery) the situation got much better (already) in 1998. The most 

frequent saying that I heard after joining the military was: “What you are doing is nothing. 
It was much harsher and harder in the past.” Senior soldiers talked about it a lot. So, 
because of that, I heard a lot about what training they’ve been through, how they stick 
the head on the ground, stuff like that. As I was joining the military, the slogans of ‘the 
unity of high and low’ and ‘the unity of officers and soldiers.’ were created in the military. 
Kim Jong-il issued a regulation to the effect that superiors should deter themselves from 
reproaching their subordinates, so such a practice dropped by large, I heard. But that was 
an official saying in every point; there were lots and lots of bashing internally. 

NKSHR06 
 

 

Even though the situations of assault and battery were alleviated to some degree, it 

appears that the issue of daily experienced beatings is still in a severe condition. The 

above testifier states that the issue of beating is still severe while agreeing with the words 

of the senior soldiers that beating decreased significantly compared to the past. 

Several respondents viewed that battery is dwindling, although the situation is serious 

inside the North Korean military. About 30% of the interviewees answered that battery is 

decreasing, following questions of personal experience with battery and the general state 

of battery in one’s unit (severity). Such a reply was noticeable among the male soldiers. 

Eight out of the twenty-three male soldiers responded that it is declining. In comparison, 

only one of the seven female soldiers agreed with that statement. The difference seems 

to be deriving from the already alleviated condition to which the females were exposed 

compared with that of their male counterparts. That seems to be the reason why they 

were less sensitive and responsive to the statement of a decrease in the assault within 

the military.  

What is interesting is that 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. 

 

the highest rank and office among the ordinary soldiers. 
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However, more than the majority, nine persons (eight males and one female), out of the 

sixteen interviewees who served in the military after 1998 (thirteen males and three 

females), said that there is a declining tendency.  

Category Number of Respondents Proportion (%) 

No Change 

Male 15 50.0 

Female 6 20.0 

Subtotal 21 70.0 

Decline 

Male 8 26.7 

Female 1 3.3 

Subtotal 9 30.0 

Sum 30 100 
Table 7 Reality of Assault and Battery (Change) 

Nevertheless, the response that 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. Also, as the violent culture of 

acceptance of battery is dominant, the degree of accidental violence committed by 

executive personnel or superior soldiers is quite intense. 

 
During (military) training, when one makes a mistake, the superiors, the noncoms, get 

blamed for it. … If training went bad, and [officers] got reproached, then after the check-
ups, … (additional) training is assigned. It’s training, but it’s more like, mixed with personal 
feelings as [he] was criticized, a way of venting one’s anger, so [he] bashes [someone] 
harshly. In fact, it is nominally training but more of beating. Wearing gloves, in the gym, a 
warrior (low-rank soldier) cannot be a match for an upper soldier (or) a chief of sergeants.  

 
NKSHR06 

 

 

 
Yes. Something like a lever was used to lash. There is a tree. This. A wood that sticks to 

a puncheon foot to hold the bullets from falling off (in the mines). There is a wood [stick]. 
It’s long like this. Sometimes that’s used. When really annoyed, something like a crowbar 
is used. Something like that is used to hit a person. The beater is really pissed off, thus, not 
knowing how many times he lashes. The one who got beaten does not know the number 
as it’s just too painful to count. So, I don’t know the counts, but often there are events – 
something like that. 

 

NKSHR06 
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2) Maltreatment  

The situation of maltreatment seems to be prevalent, just like in the case of battery. 

The most frequently reported types of hazing are as follows: 

Name Explanation 

Height Running 
Running up and down a high ground near troop barracks or 
a training field 

Height Running with 
Mattress 

‘Height running’ while carrying a mattress 

First-come-first-serve 
Repeating ‘Height Running’ except for the person who 
returned to the starting point first 

Goose Rounding 
(Goose Running) 

Continuously walking around the training ground in goose 
steps, kicking one’s leg straight at a right angle as if in a 
military review 

Pull-up Bar / Parallel Bars17 
Repeatedly giving a demanding degree of training of pull-up 
bars and parallel bars to the weak warriors, especially the 
recruit 

Repetition of Ready-to-
Sleep & Wake-up 

‘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 ‘wake-
up,’ so the enlisted soldiers had to go up and down the beds. 

Doubling Duty Assigning guard duty and kitchen duty twice or triple 

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 8 Typical Maltreatment of the North Korean Military 

In addition to the commonly mentioned cruel treatment, there were other sorts: standing 

for a long time facing the wall, standing outside with only underclothes in the winter, and 

working overnight without sleep. Also, an extreme form of maltreatment, such as forcing 

one to eat human excrement, was also gathered.  

 
17 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. 
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Either that (Spirit Shouting) or studying. 10th principles, you gotta study something like 

that. “Here, you can’t go to bed unless you’ve finished memorizing these;” “you can sleep 
if you memorize these.” Do you think you can do that, really? … Drowsy, tired, in a corner 
[of your head] thinking, ‘Ah! What should I do?’ Then you just can’t study them. If you 
don’t, then the time passes till 3, 4, and the wake-up time is 5:30 in the morning. … So, a 
person can’t really stay awake after sleeping an hour or two. Again on the next day, … Once 
it starts, it goes 3 days, not a day. They harass a person for 3 days like that. 

 

NKSHR14 
 

 

 
There is another thing. For example, the toilets are dirty, you know? Not like in the 

Republic of Korea’s clean toilet culture. Since North Korea has squat toilets. No electricity 
either. When you’re in a hurry, then you can just go somewhere in the shade and go pee 
or poo. If there are pieces of shit found (on an invisible site in a military camp), then the 
chief of sergeants wakes everybody up and summons all, making us pick a finger into the 
shit and lick it. (When one violates a regulation) Because you can get devaluated for 
beating someone, they just stimulate (enlisted soldiers) to fight each other. … so that the 
next time everyone would inform on each other and ideologically compete. It’s you who 
gets exhausted when you beat somebody, so they just encourage people to fight each 
other. So, [enlisted soldiers] would have stress lingering if you’ve got to pick a crap and 
suck it. 

NKSHR20 
 

 

Cases of hazing inquired into through the in-depth interviews included some of the 

incidents between senior soldiers and a particular junior soldier, yet most of them were 

cases of collective cruel treatment led by a company, a platoon, or a squad leader or a 

chief of sergeants. For instance, ‘Height Running (with Mattress)’ and ‘First-come-first-

serve’ are often given repeatedly by a company or platoon leader’s order when the 

enlisted soldiers’ performance in training or fatigue duty was not satisfying.  

In addition, ‘Repetition of Ready-to-sleep / Wake-up’ is often ordered by a chief of 

sergeants, who is responsible for the evening hours after the company and the platoon 

leader had gone home, or a deputy-platoon leader or a squad leader who goes on night 

duty. It could be merely repeating lying down on the bed and standing up in a formation 

for roll call, but it is often associated with other types of maltreatment. 

Such abuse is mostly imposed upon a squad or a platoon collectively where the individual 

who perpetrated the offense belongs. Also, if other soldiers are aware of the perpetrator, 

then the person would be put to shame. As seen in the case of consumption of human 

excrement, maltreatment is often used to control enlisted soldiers by a chief of sergeants 

who undertakes the living of a company.  
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What I still can’t forget is the episode from the boot camp. … As the March of Suffering 
begun, kids did not eat sufficiently, and homeless guys; those guys were a lot in the 
military, too. So, the open-eyed [smart] guys now joined the military, and there they 
received new winter coats. But the social [civilian] people can’t wear the winter coat. Got 
no money. It’s difficult to buy it, so … Secretly, they hid theirs somewhere, stole (others’) 
while going on night duty, and sold them. As the noncoms figured it out, thus, saying “Hey! 
What’s this? Are you a band of thieves or what?” It got like that, so they were like, “Let’s 
see until the winter coats are [found] out!” It was to establish military discipline. In the 
winter – it’s freaking cold in October – guys stood out in the open while wearing nothing 
but underwear. [They were] giving all of them ‘Spirit Shouting’ and so on. 

 
  ‘Spirit Shouting’ includes like push-ups, … placing arms on the bed … for 100 and 1,000 
times or so. And then squat and stand-up or so can be 1,000 times as well. “Tell me what 
you saw, anything! Unless you want to suffer altogether!” At night, with only underwear, I 
swear no lies, standing on the ground with underwear only, it was so cold, shivering from 
the cold. (I remember) standing here like this, getting together. All night through, the guys 
in the front row go back (as the wind blows), and the next row goes back, and so on. Then, 
we found ourselves standing over there. Ah, perhaps back then, I was like, ‘Is this military 
service? Unbearable!’ 

NKSHR02 

 

 
Already, when the chief of sergeants gets pissed off or somewhat, then he goes, “Hey, 

Storm [out]!”. Then, everybody comes outside. “Today, because of someone, someone, 
Hey! Commence formation training for 4 hours!” “Hey! Squad leader-bastards! Gives 
orders! Like this! Y’all should do it here!” One time, … they give a collective drill, including 
the squad leaders. If so, then imagine this: for instance, 39 guys are undergoing collective 
drills because of me. If so, those many eyes change because of the hatred and resentment 
toward me. Then, you can’t join the group activities (life in a platoon) there. In a [South] 
Korean way of speaking, you suddenly become a “WangDda [an outcast].” Getting bullied, 
it starts in a day. Then, you’ve got friends around, [who are] real close to you only. 

 

NKSHR14 

 

3) Verbal Violence 

Large 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. This applies to males rather than females. On 

the other hand, in the case of women, it seems that verbal violence is more frequent. 

 

Rather than words (verbal violence), there is a saying that Northerners are impetuous. 
The poor household has a strong family custom of being impatient. In a couple of words, 
daily, like a son of a dog or bull, are cussed all the time. Rather the fists do the talking. Not 
with words, tediously. 

Male, NKSHR29 
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In the case of women, not beating or something, but often they bully you verbally a lot 

of times: insulting your character, like you’re dumb, you’re a birdbrain, or so. And when 
you’re assisting a duty – for example, by 3 months, you’re expected to go on duty on your 
own, but if you can’t, then a squad leader would get irritated as complaints would come 
in. You’ve got to do your part so that you have 4 crews in a team for a less busy rotation. 
In those times, then, they give the person a good scolding so that she can do it. … “Did you 
learn like that?” or “At home, your upbringing, … did your parents teach you so?” Giving 
stimuli. (Women) don’t hit or so (instead). 

Female, NKSHR15 
 

 

Also, there is a weekly self-criticism session [i.e., life review session (saenghwal 

chonghwa)] on a company-level and a platoon-level. While the session is mostly carried 

out habitually, it is confirmed that sometimes it can be very intense, and quite insulting 

moments may happen. This sort of situation happens during the public confession time 

when one has to reveal (criticize) one’s own flaws (or defects), and, from time to time, 

the interlocutors have to criticize (reciprocal criticism) each other with a storm of insults. 

In the case of verbal violence, the testimonies of female soldiers were often more 

impressive than those of the male. The below anecdote is about a case of public criticism 

associated with verbal violence against an enlisted soldier who had committed a fault.18 

Though the following case was not an official comrade judgment, it was quite close to 

that.19 

 
Next, the chief of sergeants … gathered everybody around the time when people were 

coming for the evening roll call. But I was on duty that day; in fact, when you’re on nursing 
duty, then you’re excluded from all the other company living work. I was supposed to get 
out of the company inspection, get patients to bed, then report to the orderly officer and 
come back up by 10:30. But then, around 9:40, in high time, … I was called for when I was 
preparing for evening patient check-ups. As I walked upstairs, all the company members 
were standing in line. There X was out in front of the entire company. I came upstairs as I 
was told so. I was wearing disinfected over garments even. Then, it was announced to 
commence the criticism. I was like, ‘What criticism, all of a sudden?’ Then, I heard stuff 
like A smeared the face of the company with ink, as a female soldier, blah ~ blah ~ blah ~, 

 

 
18 In the North Korean organizational life, people clearly distinguish the term, “flaw”, from the other, “fault,” on 
formal occasions like the self-criticism session. The military does discern them as well, and most of North Koreans 
know the difference. A “flaw” may be got over with after comment and reflection through self-criticism or 
reciprocal criticism in a meeting or a public space, not only in the military but in society as well. On the contrary, 
a “fault” is clear culpa whose degree is graver than a flaw so that one has to be responsible for it or be punished. 
The matters brought before the comrade judgement is the latter. 

19 ‘Comrade judgement’ is not an official trial but a quasi-judicial trial carried out by regional sectors. Society 
and the military both implement the system. For more information, see the part in the Chapter II., the Section 4. 
The Rights of Detainee and Fair Trial – Military Confinement Facilities, Trial, & Punishment. 
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defamation, and so I was ‘What on earth is that about?’ “Today, Comrade A, well, not even 
a comrade now! A bitch.”20 Then the swearing started. In the face of her. “Huh? This man-
eater-like comrade bitch!” She was pregnant and went home to get an abortion, et cetera. 
That’s how … paying a person no mind. Human-insulting in the face? Back then, I was like, 
unwed women being pregnant, the fact itself is, how difficult it is for us.  
 

NKSHR08 
 

 

Meanwhile, as stated above, there was a testimony that the level of verbal violence is 

deteriorating as a benefit in return [counteraction] of the decreased assaults and cruel 

treatment, which were practiced publicly in older times, because of frequent issuance of 

guidelines on the eradication of battery and maltreatment.  

 
20 [Note] The original word is [gan-na]. It is a pejorative term, referring to “woman.” 
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3. The Right to Freedom from Forced Labor – 

Construction/ Agricultural Work 

 

White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea points out the imposition of labor training 

upon misdemeanor, punishment by hard labor correction, and exploitation of the labor of 

prisoners in a holding center (jipkyulso)21 as major issues under the right to freedom from 

forced labor. This survey regards all sorts of daily fatigue duties and work in the North Korean 

military as forced labor and discusses them according to international standards. One of the 

core conventions of the International Labor Organization (ILO) prohibits all forms of forced 

labor (the ILO Forced Labor Convention No. 29, 1930). It does, still, exclude obligatory military 

service as a conscription system from forced labor. However, most parts of the work that 

employ the North Korean armed forces are performed in the non-military sectors such as 

construction or agriculture areas. Also, they are, by nature, not short-term military aid to civil 

authorities for the exceptional occasions of disaster or emergency. These activities are more 

or less regular non-voluntary labors without a choice; thus, there is enough room to view them 

as forced labor. 

The North Korean armed forces mobilize its workforces for construction work needed in 

the public and private sectors and farming industry to provide food on its own just as much as 

the unique mission of the military, which is the nation’s defense based on combat readiness 

through operations and training. Especially, the reason why the armed forces are drawn for 

public and construction work is that the military is the best option in various aspects such as 

national economic needs, reduction in costs, and a labor force superior to and easier to 

manage than civilians. Additionally, it seems the inferior realities of the North Korean military, 

which cannot carry out field maneuvers and gunnery exercises, as costing lots of resources, 

has increased non-military activities such as fatigue labors of military personnel.  

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 is construction of roads, bridges, power plants, houses, including 

apartments, gyms, and cultural facilities. Lastly, the third type is related to the agricultural 

 
21 A holding center (jipkyulso) is a place where travelers who trespassed in forbidden areas or whose travel 
periods have expired, juvenile vagrants, persons under pending investigation, and compulsorily repatriated 
defectors are investigated and accommodated. [Note] It is also known as “administrative detention center.” 
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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 who are skilled in agriculture, the ‘agricultural aid’ applies to all 

soldiers. Most soldiers are drawn to nearby civilian collective farms during busy farming 

seasons.  

The soldiers of North Korea are expected to mostly experience the three types of work 

during their long military service periods. 

North Korean people’s armies are often mobilized to construction sites. Like the construction 
of the Mountain Geumgang Power Plant. The military is invested all over the place. It’s because 
the military is free labor. 

NKSHR01 

 

[I] guess almost 40%, 40% of my military service was spent on those (works). Usually, training 
is winter and summer training. The winter training starts on December 1, and it’s supposed to 
end around the end of March. Yet, normally, it gets wrapped up by the end of January. And 
from early February, mostly those jobs, farming, sideline farms … You’re drawn to farming. And 
in July, by the unit on its own, … in 2002 as well, “Let’s prepare to abundantly escort Kim Jong-
il when he visits our unit!” We covered a river with bridges, improved riversides, and planted 
lots of trees. As a result, starting from wake-up at 6 in the morning, finishing a study on politics 
for 2 hours, then grab lunch, and cleaning weapons for another hour, then it’s done by 2 PM. 
All’re done. And then, now, you go to either a logging team, a rice farming team, a building 
repairing team, or a weeding team. It’s 100%% like that. What I told you, 40% is … 40% of the 
whole period (of military service) was mobilized or so. 

NKSHR03 

 

I used to dig mines under the A Power Plant construction site … in Y town in X city during my 
military service. I was in a skiing unit. The basic branch of the service was … I also worked for 
three years to construct the ski slopes. Deep in a mountain. [I was] digging up the roots. 
Building ski slopes and paving the roadbed.  

NKSHR02 

 

 
Even during a mission, you adjust the number of members to send to a city center. … There 

was A town (gun, 郡) in our district. We built a gym in the A-town and schools. What do you 

call that here? In the northern terminology, a project to support people. … [I] went out to build 
gyms and schools. When you do that, now then even you have the training, you have a free 
period in the summer, excluding the training period. During that period, you go out and 
construct. In fact, even inside the barracks, as there is no one else to do it, you gotta do your 
house (unit)’s own work. Actually, the facilities are much older, so there are more places to 
repair.  

NKSHR04 
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Three months per year, I was mobilized. Three months. Mostly construction. You go out for 

construction, and, when you don’t, you do farming a little bit inside. Next, you do training when 
you’re training. If there is no exercise, then again, construction. No training, then construction. 
The military life was like that, so. 

NKSHR07 
 

 

The characteristics and location of the unit – for example, whether it is close to a city or 

far from one – can make quite a difference in the nature, period, and frequency of work for 

which they were mobilized. An interviewee who served in a non-combatant unit testifies as 

follows: 

 
[I] was mobilized every year (for construction work). Except for 60 days out of 365 days a 

year, for 300 days out in the sites … it’s commutation. Once you go there by a vehicle, then 
come back two or three days later, and then a week later sometimes. Or from time to time, you 
go and return in one day. 

NKSHR14 
 

 

There was a statement asserting that it is closer to a construction worker than a soldier if one 

is assigned to a special construction troop. 

 
We got lots of work. Supposedly, if you are a soldier, then you gotta shoulder a gun and go 

on duty; that’s what a soldier is. North Korea is only words; soldiers are soldier-workers. Soldier-
workers. So, for a decade, you don’t get to shoot a single bullet. There are lots of soldiers who 
hadn’t once held a gun. 

NKSHR14 
 

 

In the case of female soldiers, it is found that they are much more mobilized for 

agricultural work than construction work. It seems to have originated from the circumstances 

of the construction sites, which lack in heavy equipment, relying on handwork, as well as 

physical conditions and capabilities between men and women. 

 
We go on farming aid. Farming aid is a must since then … Farming aid is a mandatory job. 

There is a thing that you are to do something for nearby farmhouses. So what? If you go on 
farming aid, then you expect cabbages or something in the autumn as you’ve helped. So, 
always, there’s like a, in a [South] Korean way of speaking, memorandum of agreement. The 
noncoms hold a ceremony: we’ll help you, then give us a certain amount. Like that … so, rice 
transplantation. The basic aid is about that. Because that’s where they’re short-handed the 
most. As you gotta do it by hand, not machines. Around the season, the troops go out and help 
them. Also, weeding, too. 

NKSHR07 
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A female soldier who served in a boot camp testified that female trainees are mobilized for 

farm work as well, even during the training period.  

 
(The training centers do farming aid) as well. We accompany the trainees. It’s because you 

have to help nearby farmhouses – it’s called military aid to civil authorities – to have support 
in return. So, in the spring, in the summer … Those who entered the military in the spring have 
to undergo spring battles. Those guys in the spring are melting (arduous) cuz they have to finish 
the weeding, too. The guys coming in the autumn are the blessed ones. You harvest in the 
autumn, so the farmhouses are very rich in the autumn. You can eat, too. 

NKSHR07 
 

 

In the case of a special force’s unit, it is confirmed that they do neither construction aid 

nor farming aid compared with the ordinary units. The two interviewees who worked in 

different light infantry units commonly stated that they had not had construction or farming 

work.  

 
[I] haven’t done that much. We did, on our own, build some buildings, a shooting gallery, or 

something like that for our unit. Yet [I] haven’t had to be mobilized for construction work or 
something like other normal troops. 

NKSHR23 
 

 

There was only one person who had not experienced such construction, or agricultural 

aid work out of the thirty interviewees. It was a female soldier who served in a civil defense 

department under a sizeable regional city party instead of an ordinary unit. The primary 

mission was to protect a factory that was the largest and the most important in the city. Above 

all, her father was executive personnel in the civil defense department; thus, it was an 

exceptional case in which a soldier served, preferentially, in one’s native place, at that, in the 

same unit as one’s father. 
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4. The Rights of Detainees and Fair Trial - Military 

Confinement Facilities, Trial, & Punishment 

 

An accurate diagnosis of the military justice system in North Korea appears extremely 

difficult. In order to assess a military justice system, one needs to review the true nature of 

military criminal code, a (non-)permeant martial-court and laws thereof, and military 

prosecutors; however, it is most unrealistic to check relevant laws and systems of North Korea. 

The existence of a military criminal code has been confirmed partially since a publication, 

Guidebook for Workers in the Field of Legal Struggles (Ministry of People’s Security Press, 

2009), was procured and disclosed. The Guidebook is published by the Ministry of People’s 

Security, a police agency, so that employees in the field of legal affairs who have little 

knowledge of the law can refer to it during law enforcement. It is the most credible literary 

reference, and it is often cited and referred to in studies and research. However, even in those 

studies, there has not been a way yet to acquire the book of the Military Criminal Code. It is 

because, as pointed out, the activities of the North Korean military are, basically, closed and 

wrapped in a shroud of secrets (Hwang, 2008: 172). 

Through the Guidebook, some of the examples of the application of the North Korean 

military criminal code could be confirmed. The part ‘(2) Crimes of Violation of Order for 

National Defense Management’, under Section 1) Situations Rise in the Interpretation and 

Application of Criminal Code and Answer, which is a second section of the first chapter, 

elaborates cases of crimes related to military affairs (the situations), involving both of civilian 

and military personnel, and the law, types of punishment, and weighing of offense (the 

answers) relatively in detail. However, this simply presents the criteria of punishment related 

to the example cases as a textbook in all respects. Also, it doesn’t specialize in the military 

justice system or the military criminal code and doesn’t state the exact types of confinement 

facilities operated by the military authorities such as military correctional camps.22 

According to the cases collected from the in-depth interviews, it is hard to say that trials 

and punishments against the deviated and criminal activities of military personnel in the first-

line units are coherently and strictly processed. It is because of the attributes of the nation, 

North Korea, and the military of North Korea. A traditional socialist nation is supposed to 

empower its party with the supreme status and authority to govern the country. The 

independence of the legislature, executive, and judicature is not acknowledged; hence, the 

independence of military trials is even more unobtainable.  

The characteristic of the North Korean military that is military-first politics also impacts 

the military justice system. The military-first politics mean theory and practice of ‘military-first 

socialism’ that places military affairs before all the other sectors such as political, economic, 

 
22 Normally, the North Korean confinement facilities are categorized into correctional camp, short-term labor 
camp (rodongdanryondae), holding center, and pretrial detention center. 
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social, and cultural affairs.23 General Kim Jong-il upgraded the teaching of the military-first of 

his father, President Kim Il-sung. There are separate divisions within the military as well: one 

is administration, and the other is politics. The former refers to the general military affairs, 

and the latter means internal ideological and political affairs of the military regarding the 

accomplishment of the guiding policy of the party. In addition to the general feature of the 

military, the rigid hierarchy, the peculiarity of the North Korean military, ‘the army of the party’ 

and ‘the military-first politics’ gives the political judgment and consensus of the commanders 

and political commissars priority over the penalty rules and procedures of trial. 

Another factor influencing a fair trial and punishment seems to be the executive’s self-

preservation-ism and the unique dishonesty, corruption and graft of North Korea. A consistent 

tendency has been observed that covers up a case internally within the unit unless it is a felon, 

an exemplary case, or an issue recognized by a higher military unit. The person at question 

commonly evades the penalization via bribery.  

This survey inquired into the types of confinement facilities and treatments therein when 

a soldier is detained for committing an apparent ‘fault’ during education, training, or daily 

routines of barrack life. Next, it discusses trial and punishment that put someone into those 

facilities. It is commonly held that the proceedings progress as usual and that the person be 

detained or imprisoned in a military correctional camp in the normal process. Still, as the 

process of disciplinary action, indictment, and proceedings of the North Korean military is 

opaque and closed, this survey first describes the confinement facilities that have far worse 

conditions of human rights; also, the cases of faults, crimes, and punishments can be more 

clearly comprehended through the facilities.  

1) Current State of Military Confinement Facilities 

It is the Military Security Bureau of the People’s Army that plays a more important 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. The Military Security Bureau was once called the 

Military Security Command, and it was notorious for the surveillance and the punishment 

not only of anti-revolutionists (rebels) within the military and corrupted soldiers but also 

of residents as well as executions (Gwak, 2018: 37-40). 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 

 
23 See Gwon and Jeong’s work (2003: 108-20) for the details of the theory of ‘military-first politics.’ 
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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 were 

the major obstacles to this research. That is, it was challenging to figure out the exact 

types and operating conditions of the military confinement facilities, let alone 

comprehend the precise legal proceedings, through in-depth interviews with the limited 

number of interviewees.  

Nonetheless, this survey has found the following facts. First of all, the names and the 

types of military confinement facilities collected from the in-depth interviews are as 

stated in the below table. It was still hard to identify the management authority of each 

facility. Other factual surveys and research neither uncovered the information.  

Appellation Notice 

Reeducation Camp/Guardhouse Each Unit 

Labor Company/Labor Regiment Each Unit 

Short-term labor camp/ Labor camp / Labor education 
camp/ Labor prison 

Each Unit 

Pretrial detention center/Detention Center/ Confinement 
center 

Military Security Unit under 
the Military Security Bureau 

Military Correctional Camp/Military Reeducation Camp  
(Military Prisons Nos. 606 and 607) 

Military Security Bureau 

Table 9 Diverse Types of North Korean Military Confinement Facilities and Their Appellations 

For instance, a regular correctional camp24 is managed by the Correctional Bureau of the 

Ministry of People’s Security, and the Ministry of State Security manages a political 

prisoner camp.25 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). 26  The 

Military Security Bureau operates a pretrial detention center (kurujang)/detention center 

 
24 It corresponds to the prison in South Korea. Normally, it is often interchanged with “reeducation camp”. 

25 As an exception, the Political Prison Camp No. 18 (kwanliso) in Gaecheon (formerly, Bukchang), one of many 
political prisoner camps, is operated by the Ministry of People’s Security (KINU, 2020: 396). 

26 [Note] “Reeducation camp” is also known as “educational institution”, and “short-term labor camp” is also 

known as “disciplinary labor center” (rodong dallyeondae), and “labor prison” is also known as “correctional 

labor camp” (rodong gyohawso). 
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(kuchiso)/ confinement center (kukumso) and military correctional camp/military 

reeducation camp. Still, the management authorities should be further investigated. 

The publicly known military correctional camps are the Camp No. 606in Geumsa-ri, 

Geumya-gun, Hamgyeongnam-do, and the Camp No. 607 in Jidong-ri, Hoechang-gun, 

Pyeongannam-do. One of the interviewees had been detained in the Camp No. 606 for 

ten months. According to this interviewee, the North Korean military’s penalty system is 

comprised of, at large, three tiers, each of which is allegedly comparable to the military 

training camp, military guardhouse, and military prison of South Korea. 

It’s just like here (South Korea). Three levels. Three. One is imposed by a company leader 
or a political commissar upon a platoon or a squad for a week, internally. That’s that. And 
the next one is decided by division command – there is a division party committee. There 
the five guys, a division commander, political commissioner, security chief, and political 
chief, make a call whether to send the guy to a prison or a labor company. That (labor 
company) is where a person as a soldier … without removing … the insignia … do hard 
labor for three months or so, doing punitive labor for education. A division does not have 
it, but a corps has that … A division would send persons there. That’s where you get an 
education. For three months. (and then) you return … Where I went must be a higher level 
(a military prison). You go there, the (military) prison, through pretrial detention center, 
to the North Korean military prison. 

NKSHR27 
 

The abovementioned testifier, detained in the Camp No. 606, said that the term ‘training 

camp’ is not a substitute for ‘labor company’; however, it seems the types of confinement 

facilities and their basic operating principles are, overall, as stated in Table 10 below when 

others’ statements are considered altogether. 

Types Operational Principles Notice 

Labor Company, Labor 
Regiment, Guardhouse 

Normally detained for 10 days to 6 
months 

Return to one’s 
unit is available 
(restoration or 

demotion) 

(Short-term) labor camp, 
Labor Education Camp / 

Labor prison 

Normally detained for 6 months to less 
than 2 years 

Pretrial detention center, 
Detention Center, 

Confinement center 

- An alternative name for a labor 
company, a short-term labor camp, a 
labor education camp in a unit where 
those are not established 

- A waiting place where a person stays 
before transported to a labor 
company, a short-term labor camp, a 
labor education camp or a (military 
or civilian) prison 

Return to the 
livelihood 

(dishonorable 
discharge) 

 
Return to one’s 

unit is unavailable 

Military Correctional /  
Education Camp 
(Military Prisons) 

Detained for more than 2 years 
- The Camp No. 606 and the Camp 

No. 607 
Table 10 Types of Military Confinement Facilities and the Operational Principles 
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A. Labor Company, Labor Regiment, and Military Guardhouse 

A labor company or regiment and a guardhouse are places where a soldier with a light 

penalty is detained. These institutions are established under a brigade or a division-level 

troop. It seems that they are operated with education and cultivation for ten days and 

up to six months. 

The term, military guardhouse, was used differently from one interviewee to another. 

Some of them were familiar with the term [in Korean, yeongchang], but others did not 

know of it. It seems to root from changes in the operation of guardhouses in the North 

Korea military. North Korea abolished the 10-day-detention in a guardhouse in 1968 but 

restored it in the early 1990s (The Yonhap News Agency, 1993). Thus, it seems there are 

differences in knowledge of detention in a military guardhouse depending on the time 

and the region of one’s military service.  

B. Short-term Labor Camp, Training Camp, Labor Correctional/ Education Camp 

A short-term labor camp, a training camp, and a labor correctional/ education camp 

seem to be a confinement facility higher than those discussed in the above paragraph. 

It is understood that it is established under a division or a corps-level troop. Typically, 

the duration of detention in a labor company or regiment and a guardhouse ranges from 

a week to three months, whereas the period in a short-term labor camp, a training camp, 

and a labor correctional/ education camp mostly exceeds a year.  

These facilities, where soldiers are detained around a year on average, appear to be 

at the same level as civil short-term labor camps. The civil short-term labor camp is a 

place where people are detained, imposed with either a court’s order of hard labor from 

half a year to a year or an administrative disciplinary disposition of labor education from 

five days to less than half a year. The KINU’s White Paper on Human Rights in North 

Korea also secured a testimony that confirms that the military is operating a short-term 

labor camp on its own (2020: 85). 

Although there is some terminological confusion, the two sorts of confinement 

facilities, that is, an institution with ‘labor’ and ‘training’ – labor company or regiment, 

labor camp, short-term labor camp, and labor correctional/reeducation camp – seems 

to permit a return to the military unit where the detainee originally belonged. Despite 

the punishment for the commitment of crimes, the detainees are not dishonorably 

discharged and returned to the livelihood but sent back to the original affiliation and 

can complete their military service. Of course, the convicts would have promotional 

disadvantages throughout the rest of their military service and entry in the party.  

Nevertheless, several cases do not precisely match such a categorization; some of the 

interviewees commented that the person might not return to the military unit. In the 

North Korean military slang, it is called “to rip off the insignia,” meaning the person is 

[dishonorably] sent to the living [home]. Also, some testified that the length ranged to 

three to four years not maximum two years. For instance, an interviewee who served in 
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the Navy (NKSHR15) testified that a commissioned officer, who was in the same unit, 

had served the term of three to four years in a labor correctional camp, wearing the 

military uniform, and came back to the unit. 

C. Pretrial Detention Center, Detention Center, and Confinement Center 

A pretrial detention center, a detention center, and a confinement center can be 

confounding since its usage is not consistent. Those are the places where a person stays 

temporarily until being transported to the military correctional camps (Nos. 606 and 

607) or civil correctional camps. It may correspond to a confinement center in civilian 

society.27 It seems a pretrial detention center is established under a troop higher than 

the brigade-level. 

 
There (pretrial detention center) have several levels. They’ve got many rooms. Rooms. 

But, rooms are different for those with 10 days and 20 days detention. There are rooms 
for those people, and there are other rooms for those who are to be sent to correctional 
camps. There is an internal distinction. Guys going to a correctional camp usually stay 
there for more than six months… (and) correctional camps are different from training 
camps; training camps are less than 2 years; if it’s over, then it’s called a correctional camp. 
You stay in a pretrial detention center, then go to correctional (camp). Training camp. 
People go to their paths separately from this place, according to the crimes. 

NKSHR23 
 

 

Also, some of the testimonies describe the functional traits of these institutions 

confoundedly. It seems that they may serve both as detention centers for prisoners on 

trial and labor company (or regiment) guardhouse and short-term labor camp – training 

camp – labor correctional/reeducation camp, depending on a unit. Consequently, some 

interviewees call ‘a pretrial detention center’ by diverse names and explain differently, 

but the variation is not critically hampering the understanding of types of North Korean 

military confinement facilities.  

The cases where a pretrial detention center is also used as a labor company/regiment 

or guardhouse, thus, creating confusion in usage, are as follows:  

 
We have a pretrial detention center under the brigade … Brigade detention center is … 

where people are punished … for robbing a civilian house … hurting civilian women … 
those sorts of guys are detained. Next, … we also do fight a lot in town … so … you are then 
gathered in somewhere not under the brigade. They discuss that guy should be dealt like 
this and that because of something … for about 10 days? (after that you return) you just 
continue to serve your duty. 

NKSHR23 
 

 

 
27 The confinement center is tantamount to the detention center of South Korea. It is where the suspects of 
crimes are detained and investigated before trial (KINU, 2020: 86). 
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There is a security platoon in a brigade. A single platoon-size. You have to be in its jail 

as well, something like a pretrial detention center. For 15 days, half a month, 10 days. Once 
you went there and out, regardless of being an officer or noncom, all becomes like this 
(sunken cheeks and ruin of one’s body) … You just get weakened and get out of there. You 
know? You get the food scraps left by other guys. It does matter you’re an officer or not. 
A spoon is like a small one; hinged one. Then there are lots of beatings as well – so I heard. 
Beating … Officers and noncoms are not doing it, but the newcomers, like 18 and 20-ish 
guys? The young guys are doggedly bashing you – that’s what I heard. After just graduated, 
perhaps it’s fun to beat up a guy … and next they order (the young guys) to do so. In the 
case of my company leader, that guy went there and out like this (sunken in). I heard that 
was the hardest part of all. 

NKSHR06 
 

 

D. Military Correctional/ Education Camp (Military Prisons) 

It is confirmed through more than two studies that there are two military correctional 

facilities currently operating. One is the Camp No. 606 in Geumsa-ri, Geumya-gun, 

Hamgyeongnam-do, and the other is the Camp No. 607 in Jidong-ri, Hoechang-gun, 

Pyeongannam-do.28 

 
For the next, when it comes to the situations of human rights in the People’s Army 

would be, the worse one, the Camp No. 606, and No. 607. The Camp No. 606 is in 
Wangjang (currently, it’s called Geumsa-ri), Geumya-gun, Hamgyeongnam-do, and No. 
607 are in Hoechang-gun, Pyeongannam-do. … they’re the (military) prisons. 

NKSHR01 
 

 

Basically, the human rights situations and the treatment of inmates in all the military 

confinement facilities from a guardhouse, a labor company to a military correctional 

camp, seem extremely inadequate. The quantity and quality of food are insufficient, as 

a given, and it is infested with beatings according to some of the testimonies. 

 
I got to know there (a noncom school), and I was there together. After coming back, I 

guess, this guy was caught stealing, so he went to the (military) correctional camp for 6 
months. … and came back. After coming back, we had lots of public debates. We were 
doing debates. Being there, I heard you’re treated less than a human, and you got to bow, 
bending 90 degrees. 

NKSHR06 
 

 

 
28 The details of the Camp Nos. 606 and 607 are elaborated in Prisoners in Military Uniform (Kim, 2018, 232-9). 
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There were some interviewees who know neither of Camp Nos. 606 nor 607 as well.  

 
There wasn’t such a place (military correctional facility). Just a little bit of reeducation 

was there. To reeducate is just taxing someone by strictly applying rules and giving hard 
labor (something like that): deserters and runaway soldiers, those kids. Before legally 
punishing them, you do the reeducation first. Make them humans. So there were some 
places for reeducation. If you get better after reeducation in the battalion, then you would 
be sent to the old unit (original affiliation), and when performance assessment improves 
and daily behavior is expected to be good, then … but [I] haven’t seen someone doing 
prison time like that much. 

NKSHR07 
 

 

2) Trial and Punishment 

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 

courts-martial and military prosecutors separately. The North Korean judicial organs are 

the prosecutor’s center (prosecutor’s office) and tribunals (court). There are two types of 

prosecutor’s centers: one is the general prosecutor’s center, and the other is the special 

prosecutor’s center and the military prosecutor’s office belongs to the latter. A court is 

called a tribunal, and there are general and special tribunals as well. The courts-martial 

out of the latter has jurisdiction over crimes related to the military affairs and crimes 

committed by a soldier, people’s security agents (police officers), and workers in military 

institutions (Park et al., 2008: 56-60). 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 work process of the 

Military Security Bureau (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. 

Although it was impossible to check the regulations of either a military criminal code 

or rules of discipline or punishment, most of the interviewees were aware of the types 

and content of disciplines and penalties by common sense and, at the same time, 

experience. Taking the aforementioned testimony (NKSHR27) and another one (NKSHR25) 
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into account, one could divide the types of punishment into three pursuant to the degree 

of fault and establishment of crime: one is internal discipline, another is detention except 

for military correctional camp, and the other is imprisonment in a military correctional 

camp. 

 
Three levels. Three. One is imposed by a company leader or a political commissar upon 

a platoon or a squad for a week, internally. That’s that. And the next one is decided by 
division command – there’s a division party committee. The five guys, a division 
commander, political commissioner, security chief, and political chief, make a call whether 
to send the guy to a prison or a labor company. That (labor company) is where a person 
as a soldier … without removing … the insignia … do hard labor for three months or so, 
doing punitive labor for education.  

NKSHR27 

 

 

 
Flaw, Fault, Crime. It’s like these. Firstly, a flaw. It’s just done by words, you criticize and 

cultivate, like that. Isn’t a flaw corrigible? By ideological criticism or do (punish) it or 
reprimand by a commander. You can pass lightly. (Secondly) a fault is … it’s a bit 
dishonorable. You gotta go comrade judgment. Your party membership can be done for 6 
months or so … the first is like somewhat criticisms related to the Party … The next is the 
severer one, the crime. Crime is like killing somebody, raping. Legally, unforgivable … 
Getting out of hand. 

NKSHR25 

 
 

The second narrative, distinguishing punishments in the military into three, mentions 

the comrade judgment. A comrade judgment is a unique form of quasi-judicial system 

that is established in regional levels to control the residents without going through regular 

judicial systems or procedures.29 The comrade judgment is a system operated in civilian 

society as well as the military. Convention of a comrade judgment itself means that the 

case will not end at internal discipline but have negative influences such as degradation 

to a waiting member, in the case of a soldier, along with imprisonment in a detention 

facility.  

The most significant problem of all is that the criteria for the three-tier punishment 

system. The weakest penalty, internal discipline, is a kind of punition légère that is not 

linked to imprisonment in a detention facility or dishonorable discharge; thus, it is 

possible to regard that it has lesser factors harmful to human rights. However, it is highly 

problematic from the second-tier punishment, which is a heavy sanction, in terms of 

 
29 The comrade judgment has a legal basis. Article 40 (3) of the Prosecutor Surveillance Law stipulates that a 
prosecutor needs to make a decision whether to press a person on legal responsibilities or to rectify legal 
violations when the prosecutor is either to bring the criminal to preliminaries, to submit a violator to socialistic 
committee of legal life or comrade judgment council, or to punish the person with labor training or confinement. 
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fairness and equity since there are many factors harmful to human rights.  

On the contrary, an interviewee who served in a special force unit, a security unit, 

stated that colleagues who were imposed with ten days of detention in a military 

guardhouse did not return but went home dishonorably. It was contradictory to the 

testimonies from the other soldiers who served in an ordinary unit. It is thought that the 

special forces require higher standards of combat power, service attitude, discipline, and 

order than other regular military units. Generally speaking, a person has to pass 

meticulous scrutiny from physical condition to base constituent (songbun).30 

 
For example, you can get demoted from a master sergeant to a warrior … demotion. If 

it’s more serious, then, when (you think) ‘It won’t do him’ … basically, go to a big prison at 
once … I haven’t been there, but I’ve seen lots of cases going to 10-day detention in a 
military guardhouse and a confinement center … In the brigade, there was the thing 
(guardhouse/ confinement center) where you go in for 10 days, detained for misbehaving. 
You are forcibly discharged right away. You are sent to home. Dishonorably discharged … 
going home. 

NKSHR06 

 

 

The below statement also reconfirms that many individuals are sent home dishonorably 

after detention in a military guardhouse instead of rejoining. When a person is punished 

by imprisonment in a military correctional camp, he or she is always returned to livelihood. 

 
There is a military guardhouse. It would be very generously forgiven for one to continue 

to serve in the military after being detained there. Otherwise, now, there are military 
prisons after a court-martial. Separately. Once you go in there … you don’t get to return. 
You’re taking off the uniform. Uniform off. There is no case of return after the military 
prison. Now, you may rejoin the unit after release from a guardhouse. 

NKSHR09 

 

 

In addition, there was a case where a person was not punished at the moment but 

later sent to a military correctional camp due to the late submission of a complaint. This 

case clearly displays that the fair trial and punishment thereby are not processed correctly 

in the North Korean military. 

 
30 [Note] “Songbun” is a people’s classification system according to their degree of loyalty to the DPRK regime. 

North Koreans also call it “residents’ constituent” or “basis.” One’s songbun is confirmed based on the 

assessment of one’s loyalty in addition to that of one’s siblings and spouse. One’s so-called “constituent” 

assessment comes from the assessment of his or her grandparents, parents and spouse, and “social background” 

is based on the assessment of his or her social experience and career (NHRCK, 2016: 63). 
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One time a soldier beat an officer. He was a chief of sergeants like us. He attacked the 

company leader. He was a one-year senior chief of sergeants to me; he got promoted in 
2003 … He was publicly criticized and sent to reeducation. It is because the company 
leader who was beaten by him got promoted 6 months later and went to the corps … 
promoted. After promotion … that guy (after talking) with a superior got retribution for 
having been attacked earlier. Revenge. ‘Cuz he got promoted! This (chief of sergeants) guy 
(who beat him) was just a chief of sergeants still, so went like, “How come he is in the 
position of a chief of sergeants? He hits a company leader even!” But when the event 
happened, the battalion covered for the guy (chief of sergeants) a lot. The next time, after 
the company leader’s promotions, a few months later, this guy (chief of sergeants) was 
now oppositely, pounded on, and sent to a military correctional camp for an assault to 
superior.  

NKSHR06 

 

 

The above anecdote is about a fight over a conflict between a company leader and a 

chief of sergeants who were not in good terms. It was not a verbal quarrel but a hand-to-

hand fight where the company leader was beaten by the chief of sergeants. The 

concerned battalion command, including the battalion commander, recognized the fight, 

but they did not punish the chief of sergeants, one of the executive personnel, who 

undoubtedly bashed a superior, but hushed up the incident. After that, the company 

leader was promoted and moved up to a higher unit. The battalion commander, who 

covered up the case, had died at about the same time that the company leader decided 

to take revenge. He raised a complaint to the higher command, and, thus, punished the 

chief of sergeants for ‘assault to superior’ by sending him to a military prison. Around that 

time, a guideline concerning military discipline and battery was handed down just a few 

months after the incident. According to the concerned testifier, it was a case of post hoc 

punishment of which was lodged directly by the company leader, who decided to retaliate, 

based on his own damage as an ideal way for the recent guidelines. The episode can be 

understood as an example of rectification of past misdeeds; on the other hand, it is a 

retaliation by a company leader with power who took advantage of the issuance of the 

guidelines. The interviewee actually expressed that the company leader whispered 

(whistleblowing) to the upper military unit. 

Of course, in order to be assured of the conclusion of retaliation, it is necessary to 

prove that the punishment imposed upon the chief of sergeants (a perpetrator of the 

crime of an assault to a superior) exceeded a reasonable degree of penalty. Nevertheless, 

as mentioned previously, it is hard to conclusively state that it is a representative example 

of revenge due to the vague criteria for penalties and, even if it is not, the inaccessibility 

to the information. Instead, the one remaining problematic point of that case is that a 

crime of assault to superior, which can be escalated to a big issue in the military with a 

strict hierarchy, can be easily hushed up if the battalion commander is determined to do 

so. Perhaps, the core problem of the right to remedial measures of the North Korean 

armed forces is the typical irregularities of a less advanced power group such as 
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concealment and curtailment of a case, self-preservation-ism, and secretiveness. 

Furthermore, it is significant to note that the South Korean armed forces have chronically 

been criticized with similar issues.  
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5. The Right to Privacy – Free Time and Leave 

 

The right to privacy refers to, firstly, the freedom from disclosure of private life and, 
secondly, the freedom from interruption of formation and development of private life, and, 
thirdly, the power to manage and control his or her own personal information. However, these 
rights are not protected in North Korean society, let alone the North Korean military. The 
North Korean Constitution, Chapter V declares that collectivism, where the civil rights and 
duties are founded, stipulates that “the rights and duties of citizens are based on the 
collectivist principle, <One for all and all for one>” (article 63). Under the collective culture 
and compact organizational life starting at childhood along with the institution of weekly self-
criticism, no one can expect that the right to privacy would be ensured. Also, due to the 
institutionalized recording of base constituent and discrimination thereon, it is neither 
possible for the people to manage and control their own personal information themselves.  

Since the Kim Jong-il administration, the military-first-politics has emphasized that the 
military is the people, the state, and the party. The military precedes the [civilian] society, and 
soldiers are beings that should be exemplary even more. Therefore, it is much more 
improbable for a soldier to hope that his or her privacy would be protected than for a civilian. 
Nonetheless, this survey investigated the break time during which a bit of privacy is allowed 
and leaves during which one may have his or her own time apart from one’s unit.  

1) Free Time and Private Life 

When the unique culture of collectivism and the characteristics of the North Korean 

military are taken into consideration, it seems quite fair to speculate that there is no 

opportunity for an enlisted soldier to enjoy the freedom of privacy, putting aside the 

spatial context of the interior structure of a barrack of the North Korean military. The 

following table is a daily timetable of a regular enlisted soldier. 

Table 11 below is reconstructed based on the testimonies provided by the thirty 

interviewees. The table is based on an army foot soldier’s usual daily routine. The official 

break or leisure time is from the media time (TV, radio, newspaper) after dinner to 

entertainment time, which is less than an hour (50 minutes). Of course, the soldiers are 

not spending those moments individually; they spend the “free time” in a designated area 

after they are divided into platoons. 

There was an interviewee who asserted that the entertainment time, though it does 

not ensure one’s privacy, nevertheless, is the only time when soldiers can spend time 

freely. However, there was not a single remark describing it as a delightful hour. 

 
[We] have a mass culture and entertainment time in the evening. During that time, you 

sing and do what you wanna do. During that time. Sing if you want to, write a letter or 
diary if you want to. That time is free. 

NKSHR11 
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Time (KTC) Routine Notice 

0600 – 0700 1H 

Wake up 
Morning exercise (Free Gymnastics and Running) 
Washing and cleaning 
Formation inspection (cleaning, organization, 
clothing, hygiene, health) 

Summertime 
0500 or 0540 

0700 – 0730 30m Breakfast  

0730 – 0800 30m 
Preparation for study 
- Inspection for preparedness for military 

Education and Training 
 

0800 – 1200 4H 
Political Study (indoor activity) 
- Lecture, Memorization, Debate 

Life Review 
Session on 
Saturdays 

1200 – 1300 1H Lunch  

1300 – 1330 30m Cleaning weapons  

1330 – 1400 30m Physical Exercise/Training  

1400 – 1800 4H 
Outdoor training 
- Tactical training, formation training, close-order 

drill 
 

1800 – 1900 1H Dinner  

1900 – 2000 1H Policy (politics) study  

2000 – 2030 30m Listening to media reports  

2030 – 2120 50m 
Cultural and entertainment time 
- Military songs, singing contest 

 

2120 – 2150 30m 
Self-criticism (Life Review Session) 
- Self-criticism, reciprocal criticism 

 

2150 – 2200 10m 
Ready-to-sleep 
- Inspection 

 

2200 – 0600 8H Bedtime 
Summer 

2140 
Table 11 Daily Timetable of the North Korean Military 

The interviewees talked of different stuff when it comes to daily routines for Saturday 

and Sunday. However, it was mostly weekly laundry (cramming a week’s worth of washing) 

in the afternoon on Saturdays, and it was physical exercise or sports on Sundays. Those 

chores are done collectively as well, along with shower and bath, not individually; also, 

there was not a single person who stated otherwise. 

2) Leave (or vacation) 

The North Korean military has a normal (regular) vacation, a special vacation, a reward 

vacation, an executive vacation, a supply vacation, and an other-vacation.31 Nonetheless, 

 
31  Understanding of North Korea published by the IUE (2020) mentions that the soldiers have 15 days of 
furloughs a year, but there are not any literary works that cited the primary source, codes of conduct, etc., directly. 
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the author could not acquire or check the code of conduct regarding the leave system. 

Moreover, as well-known, it has been affirmed that those vacations are rarely executed, 

including the regular leave. Special leave is, supposedly, given for only exceptional 

circumstances such as the death of a parent, disease, or other exceptional reasons, 

whereas only a few soldiers receive the benefit, or the system simply does not function 

properly. 

A reward leave is conferred to a few soldiers who excelled in training or other activities, 

but only a handful of soldiers receive the reward annually. Executive leave is, by nature, 

similar to a reward leave. It is given to those who safely graduated the military school 

curriculum, such as a noncom course, just before reporting back to one’s original unit. 

Supply and informal leaves are executed relatively more often than other types of leaves. 

A supply leave is a short out to procure goods necessary for the operation of the unit. It 

is authorized by a commander above company-leader grade based on coordination with 

the executive and the enlisted personnel. An informal leave refers to accompanying 

executive personnel in return for the provision of travel expenses.  

The survey classified the normal, special, reward, and executive vacations as official and 

the supply and other vacations as unofficial leaves according to the nature of the 

operation.  

A. Official Vacation – Normal, Special, Reward and Executive Vacations 

The North Korean military guarantees 15 days of (regular) leave every year according 

to the code of conduct. However, no one among the interviewees initially mentioned 

the code of conduct, accurately described it or confirmed it. It was also unrealistic to 

acquire or reference the code of conduct during the research period. The regulation 

regarding leaves practically proved a dead letter, and the leave system, including the 

regular ones, does not function effectively. 

Category Experience 
Number of 

Respondents 
Proportion (%) 

Regular Leave 

Yes 1 3.3 

No 29 96.7 

Subtotal 30 100 

Special Leave 

Yes 0 0 

No 30 100 

Subtotal 30 100 

Reward or 
Executive Leave 

Yes 3 10 

No 27 90 

Subtotal 30 100 
Table 12 Experiences with Official Vacations 

Only one respondent, out of the thirty in-depth interviewees, had experienced a 

normal (regular) leave, a type of official vacation. It was an extraordinary case of a 
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person who served in a civilian defense unit where the father was in charge of the unit, 

which made it possible for the interviewee to go on a vacation. There was another 

interviewee who answered that there is a regular leave even though she had not had 

one. It was a case of a nurse in an upper-grade military hospital in Pyeongyang. This case, 

as well, is an exceptional example. The two interviewees were aware of the fact that 

their experiences were different from other ordinary units and unusual. 

Nobody used a special leave for disease or death of the family or disease of oneself. 

The common reaction to the question of special leaves was that it is practically 

impossible to use one, for the news of the death of a parent takes a week to reach the 

unit of the offspring and another week for the offspring to visit the hometown. Even if 

a soldier was contacted on the day or the next day of his or her parent’s death, thanks 

to the distribution of mobile phones, it still takes more than two to three days, at least, 

or a week on average to go back to hometown since the public transportation is lacking. 

Additionally, the interviewees could not use a special leave on other grounds such as 

family occasions; besides, it had limitations in effectiveness due to the reality of North 

Korea. Out of the thirty interviewees, only a single respondent had gone home for their 

parent’s rituals. Nevertheless, it was not an official special leave but an informal one 

obtained through bribery.  

Three soldiers had had reward or executive leaves. Two were the cases of reward leave 

– one was a male who received one in the eighth year of his service; another was a 

female who received one right after completion of the first year of her service. She also 

had a chance to use an executive leave later after graduating from commissioned officer 

school. The last person was a male soldier who received an executive leave for 

graduating from the aforementioned school as well. That is to say, only the executive 

leave for graduating from commissioned officer school had functioned according to the 

regulations. 

B. Unofficial Vacations – Supply and Other Vacations 

The supply leave is found to have originated in the late 1980s. 

Category Experience 
Number of 

Respondents 
Proportion 

Supply Leave 

Yes 2 6.7 

No 28 93.3 

Subtotal 30 100 

Other Leave 

Yes 7 23.3 

No 23 76.7 

Subtotal 30 100 
Table 13 Experiences with Unofficial Vacations 

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 
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military troops. This became the background of the conception of the supply vacation. 

In other words, it is understood that this practice is rooted in some first-line troops who 

obtained goods from specific soldiers with economic backgrounds in exchange for leaves 

under the name of ‘supply leaves.’ 

 
People with strong parents do well in the military as well. It’s all right. All right. Cuz the 

military does not provide any goods, always in shortage and lots of work. You have to buy 
it since nothing’s given. The sources of finance in the military are rice or oil. Military 
supplies. Unless you sell them, there is nowhere to get money. So, when a powerful 
family’s child comes in, they then ask them to get some goods from home. To do that, you 
just kept going back home. 

NKSHR01 
 

 

Two out of the thirty interviewees said that they used supply vacations: one could 

acquire papers and the other went home for two months on the condition of bringing 

thirty kilograms of “gifts of loyalty” back to the unit.  

The other leaves are also informal vacations but generally used by first-line troops. 

Typical patterns of the other leaves are either accompanying on 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. The traveling process costs quite 

a bit.32 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. During the trip, the enlisted soldier pays the round-trip expenses, and is 

compensated with a couple days of rest at home, case by case. On the way back to the 

unit, the soldier buys and presents some gifts or bribes, such as cigarettes.  

Some of the cases of obtaining leave through bribery, under the name of official 

trips, were confirmed as well. Instead of providing goods necessary for the operation of 

the unit, a platoon leader, a company leader, a political commissar, or a battalion 

commander would receive a bribe and grant leave under the pretext of an official trip. 

It is only available for rich individuals with economic backgrounds, as in the case of the 

supply vacation or persons with unique abilities. 

  

 
32 The purpose of a business trip varies from simple administrative affairs to arrest of deserters.  
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6. The Right to Communication 

 

The methods in which a North Korean soldier can exchange communication with one’s 

family are primarily divided into two. First, it is the formally authorized communication, the 

postal system. However, it carries a critical problem with respect to effectiveness. All letters 

are censored, and it takes too much time to correspond. Second, it is the informally practiced 

communication, the mobile phone, which became available after the mid-2010s. The North 

Korean military does not ensure or provide access to a military phone or a public phone. 

1) Letter (Epistle) 

It is found that sending mail to one’s family is relatively freely done at the soldier’s 

own will. Mostly, soldiers are given New Year’s cards at the beginning of the year by the 

troop and postcards around the holidays. The interviewees remarked that a soldier might 

regularly, at his or her own will, be provided with a letter and send it. There were cases 

of sending a letter to parents during the recruit training period. Since it takes many days, 

trainees are to write the letter upon the day of conscription.  

The frequency of communication through mail differed by personal traits, and notably, 

there was gender difference. Most female soldiers answered that they send New Year’s 

cards to their parents and friends, but the male soldiers responded that they had not 

done so except for once or twice in the early years.  

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 through corresponding by mail 

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. 

A letter? [I] wrote once in 2008. [I] received a reply in 2009. It looks like it took 3 months 
to arrive, and another 3 months to come back. 

NKSHR28 

 

If you write one [letter] today, then it arrives home a year later. If you send it now, it 
gets home around this time of the next year. It takes a year. 

NKSHR12 

 

Yes. (New Year’s card, letter) [I] did write to them. But nothing really arrived home. I 
wrote a letter once a year, but like only two got home. 

NKSHR27 
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The mailing and logistic systems of North Korea appear outdated. Neither does any 

effort to help the quick and smooth exchange of letters between a soldier and his or her 

family exist. Instead, a contrary remark was collected during the in-depth interviews. 

There was no need to write a New Year’s card. It doesn’t go either. When I was in X unit, 
the whole mail from all over the battalion was gathered to us … My unit had the postman33 
… Since he was there, (the mail) is sent via train. But once a letter comes into my unit, then 
it isn’t (right way) sent; instead, it is piled up for a while. It’s used as kindling from time to 
time. After Kim Il-sung died, the train did not operate regularly. By then, some lucky guys 
arrived at the destination, even doing so. After then, when I was in Y unit, it was the time 
when it took a week or ten days to get from Hamgyeong-do to Pyeongyang for a contest 
or so by train. Even people can’t move. These posts… the posts can’t just go anywhere. 
They get lost. The system wasn’t ready for mailing.  

NKSHR28 

 

The next problem is censorship. Generally speaking, the confidentiality of mail does 

not appear to be ensured at all. A military regular letter paper is A4-size, and the sender 

cannot seal the letter but simply fold it into half. The censorate agent, the Military Security 

Bureau of the People’s Army, reads all the received mail. Therefore, no one writes about 

military stuff or innermost personal stories in letters. The interviewees asserted that 

almost every enlisted soldier only writes ordinary stuff, inquiring after parents, and 

delivering news about health.  

[I] did write letters. New Year’s cards included. There is a military letter paper. That’s 
long like this, but you can’t glue the sides. You do (fold) it like this. If overlapped, the end 
has a place to write down the address of a recipient. … then you write it all down there 
straight. You still can’t glue it. If you hand it to the chief of sergeants, folded, then it’s 
handed over to the political commissar. The commissar is, cuz our mail goes as a military 
epistle, through the Military Security Command, the Corps Military Security Command 
examines all of them. So, you can’t seal it. (Q: You mean they read all of them?) Yeah. If 
it’s okay after reading, then it’s sent.  

NKSHR08 

 

For those reasons, some enlisted soldiers ask a civilian around the military unit to send a 

letter to home independently.  

And there is also this thing. Each unit has social people [civilians] working in the military. 
If you work for a few months, then you’d see ‘ah, that guy seems okay.’ Then you’d hand it 
to him. “I came from where and my house has this and that power, so can I receive a letter 
to your house? Social letter?” then the guy would give you an address. “My name is this, 
and if those letters (sent before my name) arrive, then please hand them to me secretly.” 
Like this. So you communicate with your family, and you go like “I need this, can you come 
over?” 

NKSHR08 

 
33 The soldier who takes charge of reception and transmission of mail, post and letter. 
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2) Mobile Phones 

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. 

(As of 2015 and 2016) almost all the commissioned officers had one, 100%—most of 
them. Like 80, 90%? Deputy-platoon leaders have it but cannot carry it. Each has a ‘master 
house,’ you know.34 When you go out, then you use it from there. All the commissioned 
officers have a phone. 

NKSHR22 

 

If you see the (People’s) army, no low-rank soldiers have a phone in hand [anywhere]. 
The chief of sergeants can hold it. The platoon-leaders as well. But the low-rank soldiers 
can’t because of military secrets. (Originally) the chief of sergeants as enlisted soldiers (are 
not supposed to do so) … however, it differs branch by branch. The upper soldiers and 
secondary soldiers have or even the basic soldiers (hold it) … It varies from one unit to 
another. If you see a unit, there are a rich unit, a poor unit, and a unit in between; thus, 
it’s all wrecked. This, in someplace, you can never imagine, and in another place, it’s just 
pathetic.  

NKSHR04 

 

Although the author could not verify any regulations regarding the use of mobile 

phones, it is obviously against the rules. 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.  

While the use of a mobile phone is officially prohibited, the mobile phone has been 

nestled gradually as a crucial means indispensable to military life, especially to the 

enlisted soldiers with economic backgrounds. The (five) interviewees who served in the 

military after 2015 had the experience of using mobile phones within their military units. 

Some personally purchased a mobile phone while others talked with parents on the 

phone of a senior soldier or of executive personnel in order to inquire after the parents 

 
34 In the case of the Border Security Command’s enlisted personnel, though it is reported to have decreased a 
lot, enlisted soldiers used to frequently participate in smuggling in the past. The “master house” refers to the 
residence of the prime mover, a civilian, of the smuggling. The enlisted soldiers with long periods of service and 
high ranks acquire a mobile phone and leave it in the civilian’s house whom he or she knows well instead of 
keeping it inside the barrack. 
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and acquire necessary money or goods. 

 
I had already had it. It was an independent guard post, so I could use the mobile phone. 

Go in the post when I get a bit free. And then, I can be responsible for being in possession 
of the phone. So, I bought one, asking a civilian for it. So, when it’s a holiday or so, we 
were members of 8 soldiers. Ah, no, it’s 7. So, all of them got it from home and used it. 
After the inspection, then we used to let (junior soldiers) use it. 

NKSHR04 
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7. The Right to Equality – Placement and Living 

 

In regard to the level of protection of the right to equality, this survey mainly focused on 

the identification of discriminative treatment and, if any, the factors that abet such 

discrimination. Along with the problems rooted in discrimination against base constituent, this 

research instead highlighted the problems that occurred during barrack life and assignment 

to one’s unit, taking note of the military context.  

1) Placement of Troops 

Chapter V. of White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea talks about corruption and 

graft (Section 2), following the political prisoner camps (Section 1). In that degree, the 

phenomena of corruption and graft “are widely spread throughout the daily life 

regardless of a central, local, and lower unit.” The situation is not so different in the case 

of the military either, as shown in other studies (KINU, 2020: 406). 

Almost all interviewees testified that any household with enough capability or 

affordability would attempt to employ every possible means to make certain their 

children are placed in good military units every single time.  

Category 
Number of 

Respondents 
Proportion (%) 

Personal Connections/Bribery 8 26.7 

Personal Connections/No Bribery 21 70.0 

Other means 1 3.3 

Sum 30 100 
Table 14 'Business' Experiences for Favorable Result in Troop Placement 

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 

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. 

Lastly, the one exceptional soldier was a person who had already been selected as a 

subject of interest by the 5th Section35 of the Central Party of the Korean Worker’s Party 

at the time of the lower secondary school. 

The so-called ‘good’ military unit means either, firstly, a unit with a favorable 

environment in terms of relative comfort, better rations, and accumulation of specialty, 

including a border security command officer, a technical administration, a nursing unit, or 

units under the direct command of a corps, a division, or a brigade. Secondly, it means a 

unit located close to the residence of a reliable person whom the soldier can trust, such 

 
35 [Note] It’s a security service office. 
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as a relative or a unit in the hometown (do, province).  

As affirmed by the in-depth interviews, the twenty-one soldiers, who did not use 

either their personal connections or bribery, simply did not have any available resources 

to do business realistically; it was not because they had particular volition not to do 

business. Additionally, one person out of the eight who employed bribery initially did not 

do the business, but the interviewee contacted home to be reassigned as soon as the 

placement turned out to be far worse than expected. 

Nowadays, if you have money, then you send [your child] to comfortable places. Only if 
[you] have money. If you have money in North Korea. Unless your base [origin, ancestry] 
is obstructive, it’s all good.  

NKSHR07 

 

It’s called “Natives”.36  The Natives need to have some power in their family. Power 
means some money and political power. You need those to be a Native. 

NKSHR14 

 

Yeah. All of my relatives were there, too. There was my uncle [a husband of one’s 
father’s sister] … in [South] Korean way of speaking, it’d be an executive of the human 
resource department. “Anyway, don’t you agree that you shouldn’t become weak and frail 
in the military?” … so, my father exerted influence on that line. 

NKSHR15 

 

2) Barrack Life – Corruption and Graft 

A series of daily corruptions are observable during barrack life as well. An interviewee 

disclosed a personal experience of bribing for a more comfortable life in the barrack.  

 
What [I] certainly realized then was that [I’m] the only one who gets disadvantaged if I 

act on my discretion freely. Since then, I’d started to offer things up. So, first of all, I offered 
to the chief of sergeants; I went to the chief and gave 100,000 won. It was 2006, and that 
was a huge amount. So, the highest cash unit was 500 won, so I brought 20 bills and gave 
100,000 won, saying that I am sorry for the past deeds and that I would not repeat them 
and added that 100,000 won is a new uniform. So, I was like, ‘Go get a new uniform!’ I 
gave (the money) to the chief and became close. 

NKSHR14 

 
 

The cases of bribery and graft for the benefit of convenience of barrack life or special 

treatment in the rations are deeply linked to the issue of placement of troops, as 

 
36 The basic principle of placement into military units is to deploy to a different province instead of the province 
of one’s hometown. However, some people are assigned to a military unit within the hometown province due to 
luck or other reasons; they are called “natives.” 
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discussed above. It is because those people, basically, have a better dietary condition and 

can afford constant bribery and utilization of their backgrounds and authority throughout 

military service in exchange for the enjoyment of diverse preferential treatment.  

The independent units, you know? Abundant ones. Where they eat only rice. Those are 
where the elite family’s child would go. Mostly, it’s a handful. In my unit, there were two 
platoons? A platoon like that. The platoon had an independent life. One was a checkpoint 
post, and the other was a rear supply station. Here, … they guard the depots by 
themselves. So, they can do business when a commander of a rear troop visits or someone 
like, “Give our ration with all rice, please!” They can eat (white) rice all the time. Here, the 
checkpoint post guys are the ones who examine the goods and people coming in and out 
of the military camp. Of course, they would do well to the high rankers. The high ranker 
could be one’s father or an uncle. So, you can ask for full unglutinous rice, or so. 

 

NKSHR15 

 

A story of bribery during boot camp between a recruit and a noncom (enlisted soldier) 

was also collected.  

 
Still, the noncoms gotta live as well, so ... when kiddos (trainees) come in, they bring 

some cash. Those things. … “now, I will protect you, I will manage you.” Because of those 
reasons, even if you wanna beat him up, as you’ve received some from him, you’d be like 
uh, or so. You’d protect the kid who gave you some money. There were similar cases. A lot 
of times. 

NKSHR16 

 

 

Such activities are not only suggested by the noncoms whose job is to train the recruits. 

The newcomers would also offer bribes and ask for protection and favors to the noncoms 

as well. 

 
“Comrade, Platoon Leader!” Like that … My parents gave me some dollars of money like 

this … (saying so) … They bring dollars; the kids (trainees) … they make a deal like, [you] 
the noncom would keep the half, and for the rest, I hope you could buy me some things 
since [trainees] can’t go to private houses. They deal like this—the guys.  

NKSHR16 

 

 

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. 

When it is more extreme, some will go on vacation for almost half a year, not frequent 

outs or leaves for a month or two. 
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8. Party Entry 

 

Entry into the party, per se, cannot be a criterion for the situations of human rights in 

the North Korean armed forces. Fatal accidents, battery, confinement facilities, and 

punishment are by nature, oppression or restriction of fundamental rights, that is, the 

issues of human rights. However, entry into the Korean Worker’s Party (hereinafter, 

referred to as “the Party”) merely and conceptually indicates the status of party 

membership. Nevertheless, it is an indispensable matter when it comes to a 

comprehension of human rights situations in the military. It is because military service is 

the most desirable path to the membership in the Party, and this is the reason why men 

and women are enduring a decade or seven years of military service. Of course, the men 

do not have another option as it is a mandatory system. Actually, the majority of the 

interviewees have agreed on the fact that it was the fundamental factor that helped them 

to undergo endless pains and difficulties resulting from military service. 

The recent problem of entry into the Party is that the military and the Party are 

decreasing the rate of admission. The difference in the rate of admission among branches 

and types has existed for decades. For instance, the special branches and combat 

branches, as well as the specialized construction branch - who participated in the 

Mountain Geumgang Dam - and others exhibited an almost 100% likelihood of admission. 

On the other hand, they sometimes said that only half of non-combatants were admitted. 

However, lately, the Party and the military command are institutionally dwindling the rate 

of entry of discharged soldiers into the Party, according to the interviewees.  

 
The admission rate of ordinary foot soldiers is almost 70%? If so, then the security guys 

would be 100% entry. That’s why they’re the units of the Party members. 
NKSHR08 

 

 

It was improbable to assume the overall average rate of admission into the Party 

during the limited research period with a small number of in-depth interviewees. Still, it 

is noteworthy to point out that the perceived rate of entry into the Party of the 

interviewees was significant. It is testified that, in the old times, the record shows that 

the rate of admission of discharged soldiers was 90~95%, but it is now about 80%. 

Significantly, while 90~95% of those admitted, the honorably discharged personnel, were 

regular members as of their discharge, the proportion of regular members, as well as the 

rate of admission, has dropped altogether. Shared speculation by some interviewees tells 

that about 60~80% of those admitted, the honorably discharged personnel, are regular 

status, who enter the Party two or three years prior to discharge, and somewhat 20% 

would barely make the admission as a waiting member right before the discharge.  

For a waiting member to become a regular member of the Party, he or she has to pass 

an additional process of deliberation after a year-long waiting period. One may postpone 
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the date an additional year if one finds oneself not ready for the entry preparations. 

However, he or she would be removed from the registry if he or she fails to meet the 

entry requirements by then. Therefore, the status of a waiting member, instead of a 

regular status, would be a great burden for a discharged soldier who would be busy 

making a living and adapting to society.  

 
It is easy to go out in society if you gain the regular status of the Party membership. You have 

to show loyalty during the year if you are to become a regular member once you’re out in 
society. … It’s extremely difficult. You go there, starting from a cell to all the way up … and be 
examined. So, generally, it is easy if you get regular status during military service, but it’s not 
easy. [They] do not let you have it. 

NKSHR08 
 

 

In this study, nineteen out of the thirty interviewees responded that they had the 

Party membership, and eleven did not have any. The matter of discharge on the expiration 

of term of service, i.e., honorable discharge, accords Table 15’s trend out of several figures 

quantified by the result of the survey’s analysis. By checking it one to one, there was one 

person who joined the Party without completing the term of military service, and there 

was another person who failed to join the Party despite the completion of military service. 

Category Number of Respondents Proportion (%) 

Entry 19 63.3 

Non-entry 11 36.7 

Sum 30 100 
Table 15 Entry into the Korean Worker's Party 

If one substitutes the above finding to military service, it will mean that a person has 

a 95% possibility of joining the Party once he or she completes his or her military service 

without any troubles such as punishment of detention in a military guardhouse, etc. 

Although, the recent trend of a decreasing admission rate and an increase in the 

proportion of waiting members is evidence that the situation in the recent past seems 

quite similar to that of the interviewees’ testimonies.  

On one hand, it has also been found that an individual cannot naturally join the Party 

after military service. In most cases, to some degree, one needs to lay the desire to the 

company political commissar who has the critical authority of entry into the Party. In 

other words, a bribe is required. In the case of a female soldier, she can be sexually 

assaulted (so-called sexual favors) – where the commissar is male according to the 

organization’s formation in return for the entry into the Party. On the other hand, a 

violation of rights can occur during the process of entry due to unfairness, disadvantages, 

and issues of partiality [equality]. The accumulated testimonies support that the female 
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populations are particularly exposed to such cases a lot.37 

The human rights infringements related to party entry leaves a more severe and large 

impact on the female military population than the male. The essence of the violation of 

rights in terms of party entry is, in the case of men, the failure of admission into the Party 

in spite of qualifications due to corruption and graft. On the other hand, in the case of 

women, it could be linked to one’s life and safety of the body, additionally. The examples 

of sexual abuse against female soldiers mostly involved hierarchy; the excuse of the male 

superiors’ solicitation for the female subordinate was mostly under the name of the 

admission into the Party. 

 

9. Sexual Violence 

 

Due to the patriarchal culture of North Korean society and the military’s unique hierarchy 

and violence, sexual violence cases in the North Korean military were quite severe, in the case 

of those came into the open. However, enlisted soldiers do not usually recognize the 

seriousness of sexual violence. Instead, it seems the awareness is awakened among the 

female soldiers once they witness or learn of a case.  

1) Sexual Violence against Female Soldiers 

A case of sexual violence against a female soldier rises to the surface, mostly, when 

the female becomes pregnant. There were not any testimonies of witnessing a case of 

sexual violence that had become an issue where a female soldier was not pregnant – for 

instance, a rape case of a female lower-rank soldier by a higher-rank male soldier. 

In most cases, the victim hides the pregnancy or only gains the knowledge thereof 

when she discharges blood or has physical abnormalities; then, it becomes a problem.  

I am a direct witness of the sexual violence problems. It’s a very critical issue, and I guess 
the researchers of this study would be surprised as well. It was when I was in the noncom 
training regiment;38 that’s when it broke out. It was an overnight; one noncom (noncom) 
and a platoon leader, the two were pregnant at the same time. The news traveled to the 
corps. But in the noncom’s case, conception was before the combat training regiment. In 
the previous unit, a battalion political commissar of a boot camp raped her under the 
pretext of entry into the Party. The sexual relationship went on almost a year, and the 
commissar sent her to the regiment, saying, “Don’t worry about the admission!”  

 

NKSHR05 
 

 
37 For a more detailed study on the topic, see Lim, J., & Park, J. (2019)’s “A Study on Daily Behavior of Female 

Soldiers in North Korea: Focusing on the ‘Patron-Client Relations’.” 

38 A noncom school. It is an educational institute where an upper soldier, a lower-rank soldier, has to graduate 
in order to be promoted to a sergeant, which is a noncom.  
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Both of them were forced to have abortions first. The way of forceful abortion is 

peculiar. The reason why I know this is because the platoon leader gal was my friend. So, 
she was so scared of the abortion, so she called me to be with her. “Let [me] be with her, 
and then I can trust. I am too afraid to go alone.” So, I went to the site … I was holding her 
hand. The shot, like this big, the pig [large] syringe. The one you use for beasts, this big. 
That syringe with this much size [long] needle. That was also very thick. As thick as this 
pen. The needle was. They brought that, and I was like they would shoot it into the mother. 
But I was thinking, like, is it narcotics or something. I thought so. But they injected it into 
the belly directly. But it was directed at the mother; the mother’s eyes were wide open in 
surprise, and it was shot into the baby directly to kill it, and then they withdrew it.39 

 

NKSHR05 
 

 

The author could have gained knowledge of the conventionalization of abortion, 

related to sexual violence as well. According to the military rules of North Korea, 

regardless of sexes, enlisted personnel – not the commissioned officers – may not have a 

relationship with anyone else. In addition to the code, it is an unimaginable event for an 

unwedded woman to give birth and raise a baby alone in the North Korean society’s 

patriarchal culture. Therefore, most female soldiers have no other choice than to have an 

abortion.  

 
Women are scarce, especially in male units. So, most times, it is when you go out for 

independent training or stay independently that you come to grief. Those are the very 
moments when you meet with an accident. So mostly us, the nurses have a powerful 
father and mother. So, they prepare in advance, mothers and fathers have this and that, 
somehow, connections … So mothers would come first and over there X (name of a 
region), a hospital there, and make an appointment in advance … Bringing a civilian cloth, 
and a mother would meet commissioned officers, saying “I came to see (my daughter) 
today, so please let me have a day,” offering bribes; there are many people, saying “I will 
feed her delicious food outside” to bring her outside to complete it (abortion) and then 
send her back in.  

NKSHR08 

 

 

2) Sexual Violence among Male Soldiers 

Some language and behaviors that can arouse sexual humiliation which are found in 

the South Korean military are also reported in the North Korean military; however, it 

seems they are not, particularly, considered critical. Most representative forms of sexual 

harassment are something like either coercion of telling a story in bed with one’s romantic 

 
39 This method of abortion is also confirmed by testimonies to have been practiced not only in correctional 
facilities but also unofficially in civilian society. It reportedly injects chemicals (a sort of preservative) into the 
belly of the mother. 
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partner, lewd jokes against junior soldiers, or an attempt to touch the genital of a junior 

soldier.  

On the other hand, one interviewee stated that he felt sexually humiliated during the 

process of sanitation inspection while lining up naked for laundry collection and bending 

over. 

 
If you think about it, I recall that what was a bit shameful was when you change your 

clothes once a week. They distribute the inner wears and collect the used to wash – it was 
like that. And you have to stand in line naked in front of the rooms. All naked. … naked. 
Then, they distribute the clothes and do sanitation inspection, saying, “Did you wash well? 
[I] Will inspect!” An upper [soldier] would walk up and down with a stick and playing 
(inspecting)… Such situations, during body inspection, sanitation inspection, whether you 
have scabies or something, [they] did that as a joke a lot. If you think about it, even now, 
throughout the whole time, I really hated that. It was the same when I was an upper 
(soldier), too. You gotta take off the clothes once a week for laundry … Exchanging the 
clothes altogether, that system, was something that I truly disliked.  

 

NKSHR03 

 

 

The nude sanitation inspection for weekly laundry, while collecting everyone’s 

uniforms simultaneously, is testified to quite a lot of times among the male soldiers as 

narrated above. Nevertheless, it was the above interviewee (NKSHR03) alone who spoke 

of feeling sexual humiliation during the process. Apparently, the above example seems to 

be caused by the mischievous behavior of “inspecting with a stick.” Still, those jokes or 

harassments appear, sufficiently, to be daily routines, not exceptional situations since 

there was only one person who sensed uncomfortableness about such behavior along 

with the consideration of the barrack life and the play culture of North Korea as well. Of 

course, those actions may be deemed sexual harassment or molestation for sure in the 

standards of international human rights.  

Some enlisted soldiers even emphasized the fact that North Korea does not have 

homosexual populations or anything like that. Nonetheless, this confidence provides 

supporting evidence that North Korean society rarely knows of either same-sex sexual 

violence and homosexuality or gender sensitivity yet.  
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10. Grievance Complaint System 

 

Fifteen (50%) out of the thirty interviewees replied that their unit has a grievance 

complaint system and had experienced it; the remaining half answered that there was not 

such a system.  

Category Number of Respondents Proportion (%) 

Yes 15 50 

No 15 50 

Sum 30 100 
Table 16 Experiences with the Grievance Complaint System 

It was possible to discover a significant correlation between experiences with the grievance 

system and the year of conscription. The table below demonstrates experiences with the 

grievance system by the year of conscription. 

Group Experience 
Number of 

Respondents 
Proportion (%) 

Before 1998 
Yes 4 13.3 

No 11 36.7 

After 1999 
Yes 11 36.7 

No 4 13.3 

Sum  30 100 
Table 17 Experiences with the Grievance Complaint System by the Year of Conscription 

Only three interviewees of whom were drafted before 1998 out of the thirty responded to 

have experienced the grievance complaint system during military service. It is 13.3% of the 

total sample population and 26% of the people who were conscripted before 1998. In contrast, 

74% of those who were conscripted after 1999, 36.7% of the sample, attested to have 

experienced it.40  Incidentally, whereas the grievance complaint system is spreading, some 

units have yet to establish it.  

 
Ah, complaint. Complaint letter. We don’t approve of the complaint, the anonymous letter. 

North Korea does not accept an anonymous letter. Here the human rights attorneys would 
open it and improve human rights through it. You do similar things upon arrival at the National 
Intelligence Service. Anonymous letter? Not in my unit.  

NKSHR06 

 

 

Nevertheless, even if the grievance complaint system is established, many responses 

 
40  Because of the features of the North Korean military, including the grievance procedure, if there is an 

institution, then it is operated mandatorily and collectively instead of autonomously and individually. Thus, not 

participating in an existing system does not make a case. 
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stated that it was mostly of formality and did not have any substantive effect. The absolute 

majority of the interviewees whose unit had the system and who used it said that the system 

is practically pointless.  

 
(Complaint box) All have it, in the People’s Army. For 100%, there is. You do it once a month. 

Didn’t everybody say there was the complaint box? Everyone got it, but what matters is who’s 
gonna open it, right? This one, usually, is not opened by the large units – it’s not like an 
executive staff’d come down from the higher unit and open. You see, at the platoon, the 
platoon leader or the political commissar would open the lid. The company leader would also 
visit and ask to write something monthly. No matter what. They ask you. Every soldier wouldn’t 
write. And some larger unit’s personnel, like corps-level, would come and ask the same, but, 
frankly speaking, they don’t solve anything. And lots of them just hand over the paper (to a 
platoon or a company leader), saying, “Hey, you got someone writing the stuff in your platoon.” 
They just give and leave. [I/ we] had to cope with such situations quite too often so. Now 
nobody really cares about it and doesn’t give attention to it. There are just too many soldiers 
who were scolded for writing them badly.  

NKSHR19 

 

 

The above interviewee, who served in the Border Security Command in Yanggang-do from 

2006 to 2013, instantly said with confidence that complaint boxes are throughout all of the 

North Korean armed forces. Of course, three interviewees, who started military service after 

1999 and served in the military during the same time span of him, testified otherwise; 

however, it seems that many a unit actually started to establish the grievance complaint 

system after the mid-2000s. 

 
It is not whether that (The complaint box) is or is not. On average, [I] think the Section for 

Soldier’s Life41  was established in 2008 or 2009, about then. I think. In 2008 or 2009, the 
Section for Soldier’s Life was newly founded; it wasn’t there before. After its establishment, 
that is in all of the units of the People’s Army; it’s not whether it is there or not. After the 
department was launched, the department, about all the soldiers, … does (investigates) things 
(complaints) related to the life of soldiers as it is in charge of daily life matters. Now the 
complaint box is that; it’s not like I am insisting on it (that it is in all the units); once I look back 
(my military life), because of the birth of the Section for Soldier’s Life, the whole situation was 
like it was not a matter of existence. Everywhere. Across-the-board. … You see how powerful 
the prestige of the Section for Soldier’s Life is. Since it started, the commissioned officers can’t 
do a thing about the words of the Section’s staff. 

NKSHR29 

 

 

The above interviewee remarks that comprehensive inspections were carried out in terms 

 
41 [Note] It is a bureau that inspects or deals with the welfare and personnel matters of the soldiers. The name 
can be refined into either Military Welfare and Personnel Section or something, but as the accurate mandates 
and organizational position are not known, the translation followed the original text word by word. 
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of various issues in the daily lives of soldiers, corruption, and as well as overall management 

of units since the Section for Soldier’s Life was established around 2008 to 2009. The gist is 

that the grievance complaint system was also implemented as a means to inspection activities; 

therefore, complaint boxes were installed in each unit. In addition, similar testimony was 

collected by another interviewee as well. 

 
There was (the complaint system). I went to the military, was it 2004 or 2005? 2006? Since 

then, you know, the soldier’s life was so bad in North Korea. Lots of cases of death and many 
other accidents? Especially a lot of beating cases. Around 2006 or 2005? Around then, the 
Section for Military Life Inspection42 was established, a new one separately. Mine was … almost 
a division or a brigade-grade unit. The head of the Section (for Military Life Inspection) was the 
most influential person, and it was the head of the Department (for Military Life Inspection) in 
someplace like the command. If you keep climbing up then in the Ministry (of People’s Armed 
Forces) or somewhere like that, then the topmost powerful figure of the military life [was 
there]. So, it means that it’s all over the military. What they do is to investigate the life of 
soldiers, who attacked whom, and in the company when a case can’t be brought up to the 
upper units, you know? To up. So, you bring it directly (to the company), passing the company 
leader and commissar, jumping them, and go to the unit and give out papers (to the members 
of the unit), and do stuff like that. 

NKSHR15 

 

 

The below description elaborates on how the Section for Soldier’s Life or the Section for 

Military Life Inspection actually functioned. While some were punished as a result of an 

inspection, sometimes the inspectors simply issued a warning or reprimanded the 

commissioned officers of the concerned unit or even took some bribery.  

Once the high rankers step outside, then without writing down [one’s] name … you write 
about stuff like who were beaten or whether there was maltreatment or the fact that you 
replaced someone else’s duty. On there [paper]. Then, these people come (back); they don’t 
know who wrote it, but they know who did (what). The company leader bashed then – it’s 
possible like that. They punish it from time to time though. Also, this Section for Military Life 
Inspection can take a bribe, too, since they are the company leader and political commissar (of 
the unit, which they inspect).  

 

(The commissioned officers of the inspection section go saying) “Hey, you are, lately, what? 
I hear something bad about you lately, you know. Be careful. And do it in this way. I can’t do 
(solve) such things nowadays if it gets scandalous, so just do it!” as if a warning or so. Several 
times there were punishments. Degradation of military designation [demotion] from a first 
lieutenant to a second like that or ripping off one star.43 Not discharge, but events like that 
[occur]. 

 

NKSHR15 

 
42 [Note] it is supposed to be the same or related bureau of the Section for Soldier’s Life. 

43  The commissioned officers have a star in their insignia; thus, the expression, “to rip a star off,” indicates 

demotion. In the case of enlisted soldiers (lower-rank soldiers), the insignia is made of lines; therefore, the 
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Based on the statements of the two interviewees (NKSHR15 and 19), it would be possible to 

conclude that the reduction in battery, hazing, and irregularities was achieved due to the 

activities and launch of the Section for Military Inspection/Soldier’s Life.  

At the same time, there was a testimony saying that the complaint system was operated 

weekly, while not mentioning the administrative bureau’s name, and that only warriors and 

basic, secondary, and upper soldiers were to write the complaints, excluding the noncoms 

who have seniority among the enlisted soldiers (staff sergeant, sergeant first class, master 

sergeant and sergeant major). The testifier said that it accomplished the effect, to some 

degree, of deterring senior soldiers from committing assault or cruel treatment due to weekly 

complaints.  

Every evening, from 8:30 to 9:20 (you have entertainment time). But once a week you have 
the time to write that [complaint]. On that day, you write something (on the paper handed out 
by the political commissar) … so you don’t know who wrote it, so you wouldn’t have direct 
pressure. Ha Ha. You can’t know who’s the writer. I was a noncom back then, so I didn’t get a 
chance to write it. Mostly, it was for the enlisted soldiers (warriors). 

NKSHR15 

 

Nevertheless, far more interviewees stated that the grievance complaint system was of 

formality and that they did not use it actively that well. An interviewee even replied that 

raising a complaint through the system per se may signal dishonor.  

 
[We] did (the complaint). We did as well, but the guys don’t tell the truth straight. You don’t 

write the truth. You just lie that they’re treating you well. They just do it during the (winter) 
training. They do it during the training period. It is a way to know how close the enlisted soldiers 
are with the commanding officers. Who’s like what with whom? Their term is like what? It’s like 
that, but mostly you would like to gain favor with your platoon leader; you don’t need to butter 
up the battalion commander, right? The direct superior is the platoon leader.  

NKSHR06 

 

 
 

Ah, complaint! We do that a lot. The commanders from the higher units come down and 
hand out the paper to write down difficulties and wind of business of commanders,44  but 
mostly, you see, things are not sorted out through it, not a single thing. “I need this and that; 
something is needed.” “Which commander has bad wind of business. Once it’s written so, stuff 
like that, and reported to a higher unit, then [they] do it once a month while visiting. We do 
that often stuff like that—every other month or twice a month. The command group of a 
brigade comes and has nothing to do; then they do it. It seems they just go nuts about it when 
there is nothing to do, really. But nothing’s settled after their visit. [I/We] don’t write.  

 

 

equivalent term is “to rip a line off.” 

44 the way in which somebody deals with things business-wise; working arrangement style. 
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Like, if I write, let’s say whose wind of business is bad, then, simple stuff like that. Then, 
instead of improvement in wind of business, the pressure goes to the person (who wrote it) 
quietly. [I/We] don’t write, nope.  

NKSHR06 

 

 

 
The complaint box is installed right in a facility that might be equipped with barracks. In the 

regulation, it’s just installed, and that’s it. Just like that. Nobody uses it.  
NKSHR22 

 

 

 
It (the complaint box) is there, yet that’s not like something or … complaining itself is a bit 

considered dishonorable, so. 
NKSHR25 
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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.  

In this survey, the author conducted in-depth interviews with a total of thirty North 

Korean defectors who joined the military from the 1980s to the 2010s. Their demographic 

traits, such as military branch, affiliation, and place of service, were also different besides the 

time of conscription. Hence, the survey attempts to comprehend the reality of food rationing 

in the North Korean military through the various conditions of the food rationing after the 

1980s instead of the statistically significant state of food rationing of a certain period, region, 

or troop. 

1) Current State of Food Rationing and Distribution Methods 

A. Basic Military Supply System 

The supreme bodies of the military command in North Korea are divided into three 

branches under the supreme commander: the General Political Bureau (GPB), the 

Ministry of People’s Armed Forces (MPAF), and the General Staff Department (GSD). The 

GPB takes charge of political affairs within the military, the GSD takes charge of military 

command and order, and the MPAF takes charge of foreign affairs, military administration, 

supply, and finance. In the North Korean military, the activities of the provision of food, 

garments, daily necessities, and munition and supplies necessary for the operation of 

military units is called “Rear Service,”45 which is undertaken by the MPAF. 

Among the various departments under the MPAF, the General Rear Service 

Department (GRSD) is in charge of the rear service. The essential content of the rear 

service is to procure staples (crops), supplemental articles (food except for crops), and 

operating expenses. The North Korean defectors, having experience in military service, 

who participated in the in-depth interviews, are aware of the GRSD. It seems that most 

North Korean soldiers have knowledge of this department, which directs food rationing 

 
45 [Note] It is also known as “Rear Business.” Here, “service” is sued to imply the government’s involvement. 
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throughout the military. It is because food rationing is quite important.  

According to the relevant studies, the MPAF GRSD secures and supplies the staples 

and supplemental articles of diet as follows (Park et al., 2018: 71):  

[In the case of] military rice and the basic foodstuff[,] the MPAF GRSD receives demographic 

statistics by the military affiliations and branches from the Statistics Division of the Formation 

Supplementation Department,46 and the GRSD draws a supply plan thereof, including the 

reserve stocks thereof. The MPAF Comprehensive Planning Department reviews the plan, 

and then the Minister of the MPAF requests the grant of Chairperson Kim Jong-un’s 

ratification, which is, in turn, notified to the Military Supply Procuration Department (MSPD) 

of the National Planning Commission (NPC) and each military unit. Notably, in the case of 

military rice, the GRSD Food Department arranges the amount of supply in coordination with 

the MSPD of the NPC with reference to the estimation of the harvest yield produced by every 

August by the Ministry of Agriculture of the cabinet. The MSPD of the NPC delivers the plan 

of securement of military supply, approved by Chairperson Kim Jong-un, to the Sections of 

the Military Supply Securement (SMSS) of each province, city (area), and town [gun]. The 

organs of the central and local party and government receive the military rice plan, including 

the basic foodstuff, and discuss it; then, it shares the missions to fulfill the allotment under 

the supervision of the judicial authorities.  

In sum, the GRSD calculates the necessary amount [of the supply] for the entire 

military according to the military population and the estimation of the harvest yield and 

instructs the SMSS of each city and province to prepare the decided allotment. The 

allotment is provided by each city and province, more explicitly speaking the civilian 

collective farms for the SMSS. The collected military rice, as stated, is redistributed to 

each military unit.47 

B. Deficiency in Supply 

However, the provision of such military rice and other foodstuff is not supplied to the 

terminal first-line troops as a fixed quantity. It seems the amount of provision of the 

 
46  In North Korean, “Formation” refers to the “Personnel Affairs.” The Formation Section means Section of 
Human Resource Management. 

47 The procuration of military rice is provided by the civilian sector. According to White Paper on Human Rights 

in North Korea 2020, the burden of military rice overwhelms the farmers of first-line collective farms: “The North 

Korean defector, escaped in 2018, testified that almost all of the harvested food is taken under the name of 

military rice in spite of the implementation of the individually partitioned garden system [it is a system started 

around 2004; it allows the smaller number of people than a group or a team to be in charge of the garden, which 

is divided into parts; the reduction in production unit [North Korea Information Portal (2004, December 11). 

Economy Trend.], and they had to buy the necessary farm tools, fertilizer, and material by themselves in the 

working group.” “According to the testimony of a North Korean defector, Mr./Ms. X, military rice is 

unconditionally collected regardless of the 100% fulfillment of the production plan, and almost nothing of the 

food is left after giving over the military rice.” “In the case of another testifier, 40% of the harvest should be 

submitted as military rice in the case of use of state’s land, and it was mandatory to provide patriotic rice even if 

it was not from the state land.” (KINU, 2020: 226). 
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staples, the crops (rice and corn), is mostly insufficient at the very beginning of the supply. 

It is similar in the case of the supplemental articles of diet; in reality, foods like radishes, 

the most basic and not easily decomposed foodstuff, are provided to some amount along 

with the crops. The rest of the supplemental articles of diet are quite irregularly 

distributed according to the testimonies.  

i. Food Shortage 

The bottommost reasons for the deficiency of food rationing in the military are 

financial difficulties and the food shortage. Regardless of the fact of whether the MPAF 

GRSD initially targeted the “fixed quantity” adequately for the entire population of the 

North Korean military in the planning stage, realistically speaking, it is uncertain whether 

it is possible to secure the fixed quantity.48 According to White Paper on Human Rights 

in North Korea 2020, the supply and demand of food were relatively stabilized after the 

commencement of the Kim Jong-un administration in late 2011. The situation is definitely 

improved since the era of the North Korean famine from 1994 to 1998, during which 

North Korea faced severe food shortage, and the rationing is better in comparison to the 

2000s even. Notwithstanding the improvement, North Korea suffers from chronic food 

shortage, and this impacts the food rationing in the military as well. 

ii. Mismanagement 

In terms of the management of the provision of necessities, the inadequate traffic 

infrastructure (roads and railways, etc.) of North Korea and the outdated military supply 

system of the North Korean military also affects the food rationing. It takes much time for 

transportation due to the poor condition of roads and railways, and the shipment of 

necessary military food is not an exception. Also, there is a narrative that the cost of 

transporting the military rice to the first-line troops is not adequately arranged and 

provided. For instance, if a higher military unit gives a ton of food to a lower military unit, 

then the lower unit has to figure out a way to secure the fuel by itself to bring one ton of 

food. The problem here is that the lower units are not provided with enough fuel’ thus, 

they have to sell a portion of the allotted food to buy some petroleum for transportation. 

For this reason, a certain amount of loss is to be made in the middle of the process of 

transportation from the rationing line to the first-line units. Even if the fixed quantity were 

to be distributed correctly by the foodservice unit or a higher military unit, the loss is 

systematically unavoidable. 

 
48 There are many testimonies raising problems about the “fixed quantity” as well. The most general criticism is 
that the daily crop of 720g, calculated by 200g per one meal, is quite a lot in quantity. It is not small at all as it 
was settled based on the amount of food consumption of the late teens and early and mid-twenties youth whose 
activities are heavy due to training and work.  
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Usually, there are actual cases in the smallest unit. The military is like a bit awkward – 

can’t compliment or reprimand it. The food is not adequately provided. Because 
transportation is outdated. The food which was supposed to be delivered within a 
fortnight does not arrive until a month passes. Food, you see, the workers in charge of the 
rear have their own abilities – however small that is. Then, you borrow it from society 
[civilians] and pay back later. That’s how it’s done.  

NKSHR04 

 

 

 
The GRSD evenly distributes [the food at fixed quantity], equally to all. When the food 

is carried … My [unit] was near the farms. Then, you obtain [food] from them quite a lot. 
But in the case of the border units (forward units), the small area is condensed with lots 
of soldiers; thus, the food’s not sufficiently provided (by the production of the area). From 
the province, called Gangwon-do, people come up to Hamnam-do and procure the food. 
In order to get the food, you’d have 10t of rice; then you need a vehicle to transport the 
10t of rice. Then you need to lease an automobile. When you borrow one, then the 
petroleum is expensive, so now you are mugged from here and there and curtailed out. 
There is no discrimination at all at the GRSD.  

NKSHR04 

 

 

 
As far as I know, in the case of supply, the national supply was steady. It was bad at 

certain times, like in '97 and '98. Except for those times, basically, the supply was properly 
delivered. The problem is that because the thing (resource) that the country can provide 
was only the food alone, so the military units had to utilize it to get the necessary goods 
and buy something. It was like that structurally; that’s why it was diminishing. The 
national-level supply did not decrease. The only profitable [resource] was this within the 
unit, so it’s like a sort of commerce using that [food], in a word. Let’s say for my wage; the 
ration was 10kg of rice, then you cannot help sell it and buy 10kg of corn and buy other 
things with remaining [money, margin]. 

NKSHR03 

 

 

The above interviewee testified that the food supply was constant except for “certain 

times”, that is, the North Korean famine, according to the interviewee’s knowledge. 

However, after reading various testimonies in conjunction, one may find that the fuel 

necessary for military camp operations and other administrative expenses were quite 

often not appropriately paid, besides rationing. Therefore, to the considerable level of 

upper units (a division or a brigade), let alone the first-line units, soldiers have to exchange 

the white rice with ‘corn’ and ‘others’ to replenish the expense for the purchase of 

petroleum for transportation and extra operational expenses with the trade margin. As a 

result, first-line soldiers receive corn instead of the rice that was supposed to be supplied 

or consume a much lesser amount of food than the set quantity. 



71 

The decomposition of the supplemental articles of diet causes a decline in the 

quantity and quality of supplied food. As pointed out previously, the North Korean 

roadways’ condition is coarse. Furthermore, storage and transport vehicles are not 

properly equipped with refrigeration and freezers. Consequently, the meat decays; a 

testifier said that trade and misappropriation of food also occur due to the fear of 

decomposition of food. 

iii. Corruption and Graft 

Also, many testimonies confirm that internal corruption and graft within the military 

have caused a decline in the quantity and quality of the food supply as well. In some first-

line troops, based on the judgment of a commander, corruption cases vary from selling 

the supplied food and crops in the market place in order to secure operational expenses 

and to buy petroleum to personal embezzlement or other misappropriation that 

commensurate therewith. The misappropriation and embezzlement of various items of 

military supply, including military rice, due to corruption and graft, are already well-

known via multiple routes. The prevalence of corruption and graft is taking place in the 

military just as it is in North Korean society. The North Korean defectors testify, “Public 

workers49 pocket publicly; security agents pocket securely; state security agents pocket 

secretly; the military is the same” (Ju, 2004: 92). There is also the saying that satirizes the 

phenomena, “Divisions pilfer individually; regiments pilfer regularly50; battalions pilfer on 

a big scale; companies pilfer between comrades51” (Im, 2005: 101). A similar sarcasm is 

verified by the interviewees as well. 

 
There is a maxim in North Korea: battalions steal on a big scale, companies steal 

between comrades, and platoons steal pettily [trivially].  
NKSHR11 

 

 

 
They do pocket huge, a lot. My battalion leader in the rear unit came from my 

hometown, so I followed him to where and there, going out and going for the reception 
of goods. Yet now mine (battalion) was about 500, I think the quota was 500 men … when 
you get drums of doenjang (something like that) [a fermented paste made of beans] – like 
five to six drums; then, you have the drum cans, right? You get them in like five to six 
drums. But one drum just disappears. Rice as well. Like in a porter; when five tons of rice 
is transported … you assume some of them are sold already. 

NKSHR02 

 
 

 
49 [Note] The original text is “Party worker.” The word was substituted with “public,” as it means the public 
officials in North Korea and it rhymes better with the following adverb. 

50 [Note] The original text is “consecutively.” 

51 [Note] The original phrase is “the company steals (or intercepts) in the middle”. 
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Soldiers sometimes eat meat on holidays. The farmers who work in society have a quota 

of meat to support the military. If it’s a unit, then like one. If it’s kilo, then like certain kilos. 
Otherwise, you can pay in money or rice. When the meat arrives at the supply destination 
unit, then even in the unit, it is divided from the top. The bottommost soldier would have 
(only a little). I was a driver, so when I go out for repair, we do repairs in the social [civilian] 
stores. … the driver is like ahead of a troop. There, the reason why a driver has such a 
winning streak [power] is that (you’re close to the head of a troop), you can use the car. 
You go to the head of the depot and say, “Hey, I gotta go to repair the car, so please give 
me some meat and rice. The working people, the social people, are hungry.” I will take this 
amount of rice, a leg of pig – a leg of a pig is for one company – a leg of a pig to outside. 
What actually gets to be distributed to soldiers is not even bits of it, even on holidays. I 
don’t eat the meat much, cuz it’s not well stored. Electricity … (is short, so the refrigerator 
and the freezer do not work) it stinks. I don’t eat that. Once you go to society, then you’d 
eat it. 

NKSHR28 

 

 

The above portrayal depicts the diverse aspects of corruption and graft related to food 

rationing as well as the food situation of the society and the military. Firstly, it talks about 

the procurement of meat among the supplemental articles of diet. The civilian collective 

farms can freely dispose of the remaining harvest yield once they meet the allotment 

fixed by the government and the corresponding quantity of seeds, fertilizer, and farm 

tools provided by the government. However, the harvest goal is difficult to accomplish 

due to a shortage of farm tools and agricultural commodities; also, the allotment is vast 

compared to the production. Thus, the return of harvest to the farms and the farmers is 

quite little (KINU, 2020: 223-4). In addition, according to the above depiction, the farmers 

have to dedicate not only the military rice but also the meat. Yet, an actual case was also 

confirmed that such a dedication becomes spoiled because of the lack of electricity, 

resulting in improper storage in the refrigeration and freezer. 

Second of all, apparent in the above description, there has been a problem with 

corruption and graft in relation to distribution and management. As shown in the 

statement, “When the meat arrives at the supply destination unit, then even in the unit, 

it is divided from the top,” the high-rank executives are misappropriating the foodstuff. 

Moreover, these sorts of corruption are also taking place among the rank and file on a 

daily basis. However, the testifier (driver) had goodwill in mind toward the civilians, who 

are relatively more starved than the military personnel, when he took some meat with 

him, the scene of him ask squarely for the meat is the cross-section of the daily corruption 

and graft of the North Korean military. 

Third, it was possible to assume the low standard of a supplemental articles of diet 

provided for the military personnel in the first-line troops. High and mid-ranking 

managers are embezzling every day. Furthermore, the meat decays because of poor 

electricity, entailing the malfunction of refrigerators and freezers. As a result, it ends up 
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in a situation where “[w]hat actually gets to be distributed to soldiers are not even bits of 

it.” 

2) Quality and Quantity of Ration of First-line Soldiers 

i. General Standard 

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 extremely unfavorable, the ration 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 self-farming of vegetables and sometimes from the nearby farmhouses. Meat and 

fish are served on special occasions such as holidays. 

The following paragraph is that of a soldier who completed the decade-long military 

service in Pyeongannam-do – the interviewee joined the military as a foot soldier in 1996 

and was discharged as a commissioned officer. It is reasonable to view, according to the 

below story, that generally, almost none of the North Korean military units are distributed 

with the fixed quantity as prescribed even though a limited number of units would receive 

the fixed quantity.  

 
My quota is 800g, but maybe there is no unit that gives a fixed quantity of 800g precisely 

in the North Korean military. Maybe there isn’t. Probably, no. However, I look around, I 
think there’s none.  

 
NKSHR16 

 

 

During the in-depth interviews, there was only one North Korean defector out of the 

thirty who had military experience who responded that he or she was distributed with 

white rice throughout the whole service period and “satiated oneself.” It was the case of 

a female commissioned officer who was promoted to officer very rapidly. It seems her 

working in Pyeongyang and completing her military service before the start of the North 

Korean famine in the early 1990s contributed to her experience. 
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Category Number of Respondents Proportion (%) 

Good 12 40 

Fair 12 40 

Poor 6 20 

Sum 30 100 
Table 18 Dietary Standards during Military Service 

When the interviewees were asked to evaluate the dietary standards in their units 

according to the position and circumstances within the unit in comparison with the 

average condition of the North Korean military, about 40% of them answered that it was 

“good.” Half of these twelve respondents were female, who were either commissioned 

officers, nurses, or signalers, which usually work in the upper units. The other half were 

male, five of whom, except for one, served in an independent squad or platoon. The 

reality of rationing demonstrated through the in-depth interviews matches the general 

situation of the North Korean military.  

 

ii. Inequality in the Right to Food 

The quantity and quality of food rationing of military personnel are generally better in 

the cases of upper units and units under direct command rather than first-line companies 

and battalion-level units. Additionally, the guard command, submarine fleets, and special 

forces, along with units with unique characteristics and locations, have better conditions 

than the regular military units.  

 
Mine (army infantry) is the lowest one. You look at the troops in area X, then there is an 

air force base and the Supreme Guard Command’s unit, and Border Security Command 
posts, yet the infantry is the hardest one. The Air Force has the pilots, so they get provided 
as norma (норма),52  and the Border Security Command do things [backdoor deals or 
bribes] with the smugglers at the border, thus, doing well, and the Supreme Guard 
Command’s unit is the one insured by the State, so they eat well. 

NKSHR02 

 

 

 
The units under direct command are mostly managed [well]. Divisions and brigade-level 

units are not under direct command, so … it goes through one more step; therefore, the 
supply gets decreased by a lot. So, the most difficult guys are the divisions and the 
brigades. You’d better go to the unit under direct command. Those units are visited by the 
corps frequently. So, they feel constraint to some degree. The divisions and the brigades 
are almost on the bottom. 

 

 
52 It is a Russian terminology referring to the standard quantity of labor, production and ration, i.e., minimum 
allotment or amount of duty. 
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The original regulation says 800(g), but practically it would be almost 500(g) a day when 

you receive it. In my time, mostly, it was not rice but corn … [you] grind the whole thing 
and make it into meal … like steamed rice, stuff like that? You cook kinda like that; it was 
the hardest to eat. The amount was like 150(g). Probably less than 150(g). Mostly.  

 
NKSHR03 

 

 

 
The units under the direct command of the brigade. A wired communication company, 

a wireless communication company, an anti-chemistry company, and a communication 
company; these units, under the direct command of the brigade, they sorta live well. The 
kids from powerful families would go to those units, so it’s okay. The next one is the units 
under the direct command of training centers; it’s better, way better. The real suffering is 
for the bottom terminal units. Battalions. Battalions face difficulties the most. Inside a 
battalion, the communication platoon under the direct command of the battalion is a bit 
better to manage a living because there are fewer members, but the companies are the 
hardest. They have lots of people and a small amount of food rationing. The number of 
people to feed increases instead of decreasing. So, it is difficult to preserve the 
supplemental articles of diet. The supplemental articles of diet are received from within 
the military, too …, in the past when I was a warrior, ah, you receive vegetables; to gain  

 
 

vegetables means that you get a voucher, a slip from farms and go like … you received a-
year-worth vegetables like napa cabbages and radishes and salt them down. But now you 
don’t have that, so you just farm; you just salt what you’ve grown. In the summertime, 
you gather wild edible greens and dry them… thus, the supplemental articles of diets’ 
condition seems terrible or so.  
 

NKSHR18 

 

 

Circumstances for commissioned officers are superior to those of enlisted soldiers 

regardless of the branches and affiliations. Since they are the executives and have 

commandership of the company leaders, they can have their portion rationed 

preferentially within the affiliated unit (even if the amount for the enlisted falls short). 

The chiefs of sergeants (sergeant major, i.e., company sergeant major, the highest rank of 

the lower-rank soldiers) who manage the livelihood of a company from food rationing to 

garments cannot but take care of their company leader and the family, and mostly tend 

to do so.  

 
I was a chief of sergeants, so I had dinner with the three of us, the company leader, 

political commissar, and the chief of sergeants, separately. That is from the food, which I 
packed separated from the ration of rice to the enlisted soldiers of my company. Even if 
the enlisted soldiers ate corn dishes, not the company leader and the company political 
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commissar (they ate rice). The platoon leaders, if they did well, got rice. Otherwise, the 
platoon leaders would be given mixed meals; they [the company leaders] go like, “Hey, 
mix it.” … The company leaders and the political commissars, those people, too, say, “Hey, 
Chief of Sergeants, I need some cooking oil …” (if there is something they need from 
home). Though you might go like this (loss of face) a bit, you needed to talk to a chief of 
sergeants for oil or salt (to get it and take it to home). Rice as well. If the troop gave you, 
for example, 50% with rice and 50% with corn, then you could bring white rice home after 
(asking for a favor from) a chief of sergeants. So, in that respect, there’s the (considerable) 
authority (with the chief of sergeants). Since all comes from the military unit. 

NKSHR13 

 

 

iii. March of Suffering and Hard Times 

However, it seems that even the commissioned officers faced hardship in obtaining 

not only their allotment but also the family’s during the March of Suffering.  

 
(In the case of the commissioned officers as well) the family rations dropped mostly. 

You’d give the prescribed amount of family ration for certain rank, position, like battalion 
commander or battalion political commissar, military security agents. You don’t give it 
officially but secretly. You can hardly do that officially. I used to know that the family ration 
provided by the upper unit was almost nothing. 

NKSHR03 

 

 

At some points in time during the North Korean famine, during the worst moments, 

rations completely stopped. A female soldier who served as a nurse in the military from 

1992 to 1999 well demonstrates how the food situation had changed throughout the 

period. 

 
We … we were military medical centers, so usually it’s all patients. Since there were 

patients, [we were] provided with rice. However, the nurses got 7:3. Mixed with 30% of 
corn. But then the one, whose position was the chief accountant, [explained they was] 
gonna do it well somehow so that nurses could, separately, eat like a bit little, even if it’s 
a bit small, … whether [we were] to do like that – although it’s small, [we] changed to it, 
all rice. So, [we] ate all rice-meal mostly. … Later in the late 1994, about then, we changed 
to corn meals. Rice for only patients. It’s not all patients. What patients? Critical patients 
were fed with rice, and other general patients were 5:5. Later, it wasn’t even half. It was 
3:7. Corn was more than rice. In the meantime, … by 1996 or 1997, around then, for three 
months, we only ate red beans. Red beans. You know red beans that go into the red bean 
bread. It was all red beans; you just can’t find a single grain of rice at all. No matter how 
hard you search, there was no rice. It was said that definitely, rice was in it, though. There 
were times when [we] ate red beans only. 

NKSHR08 
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We were frontline units … people in Gangwon-do and Hwanghae-do say it was tough a 

lot. But we served in Yanggang-do, so we did not suffer that much. They gave you a meal, 
but you know corn. Corn was ground … South Koreans think the outer layer, the kernel 
skin. You just have (unpeeled) corn ground by a millstone, and since you have no 
electricity, you grind it with a millstone, and then you just pour into a cauldron unwashed. 
They give you that. The meal was like about 300g when I was just drafted, they used to 
feed like so. For a year, I ate so. They just feed military soldiers like that, for the food 
situation was difficult. In October, they send you to a mountain to gather mushrooms. 
When you go out then, you boil mushrooms on the mountain, and you boil the mushroom 
with some cornmeal that you gained from a cook in the kitchen. If you just pour it there, 
it gets thicker quite a bit. Then, you sit down in a corner and sip it. It was hard. At the very 
beginning.  

 
NKSHR02 

 

 

The above testifier joined the military in 1997, during the Arduous March; he ate corn 

porridge with ground corn, made of unpeeled ears of corn, for a year until 1998. 

According to the testimony, the case of Yanggang-do was comparatively better than other 

areas like Gwangwon-do and Hwanghae-do. As there was a small number of soldiers, they 

were provided with potatoes from nearby villages even though it was hard during the 

March of Suffering. This kind of experience accords with another interviewee as well. 

Mostly, the frontline areas, Hwanghae-do and Gangwon-do, had a shortage in regional 

food production compared to the number of soldiers deployed in the areas. Therefore, 

the situation was much more disastrous during the food shortage period. Notably, 

Gangwon-do’s production of crops was extremely deficient, and it made the food 

rationing quite inadequate. 

 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 period will be further discussed in the next 

paragraphs). 

 
A unit like a brigade has a period called, “self-sufficiency period”, from August to early 

September – about a month and a fortnight. So, sometimes, for two months. … (the food 
rations are) Not distributed. During then, you gotta solve it on your own. … some units 
have ration, but much more units don’t have it. 

 
NKSHR04 
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The above interviewee served in the military from 2011 to 2018 and attested that there 

was a period of time called the self-sufficiency period. The below interviewee served in 

the military from 2008 to 2011; he confirms that the food rationing did not function 

particularly in 2008. 

 
We used to survive on our own for four months a year. (Rations were) Not there. 

Therefore, you get help from nearby farmers by doing business well with them and build 
good relationships… if none, then you’d go rob a bit. That is the trend in the People’s Army. 
It’s a trend, so those who’s been to the military understand all. Thus, I had to suffice myself 
when I was a newcomer. The military calls it as self-sufficient food; for two months, they 
don’t give any foodstuff. In (first-line) units, nothing. The units just don’t give anything, 
and we got 100g a day as we were newbies. 100g per meal or a day, I don’t know (can’t 
remember well). You survive for two months with that anyway, but because of that, the 
guys get weakened, everybody. They go to hospitals and military medical centers or so. 
That’s how the fighting power got lost. There were times like that. 
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After the March of Suffering from 1994 to 1998, entering the 2000s, North Korea faced 

another food crisis in 2008 while the food situation was gradually recovering. It was noted 

not only by the international societies but also South Korea, and the South Korean media 

had reported on it. The food crisis of 2008 was a result of a combination of global food 

prices booming from 2007 to 2008, large-scaled flood damage in 2006 and 2007 in North 

Korea, and the decrease of humanitarian aid from international societies. The food crisis 

influenced not only civilians but also the military, and it was confirmed by multiple 

testimonies.  

 
The whole military was impacted by the food shortage in June 2008. I can’t forget. On 

June 10th, did the soldiers get seven, like this small, potatoes? It was around my discharge. 
Discharge. About a month or so. After then, [I] did not suffer from food shortage.  

 
NKSHR11 

 

 

However, regardless of the times of the nationwide food crisis, it seems that extreme 

difficulties sometimes overwhelmed the soldiers depending on a region or a unit. The 

below text is a testimony of an army foot soldier who served in Hwanghaebuk-do. It is 

about the food shortage that he experienced every summer to autumn from 2004 to 2010.  
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The hardest time was (2004) the moment when I just joined the military. The economy 

was really bad, during which I was an enlisted soldier. The food, then, was in short of in 
the troop; they did not receive military rice, so you know corn? They ground corn like this 
in a machine to make powder. The powdered corn was … with salted radish like this … 
chopped up into pieces … you boil them in water and grind it to powder, so you used to 
(eat) like that. Those times were the worse, I think.  

 

It varies year by year … From June 2010, for 3 months … not the other troops, but my 
training center only, for 3 months, went like “Due to the national food situation, we go on 
3-month self-sufficiency!” Then so, as a sideline, you do a sideline a lot in the military, so 
we, the soldiers, have several patches of sideline field, so you produced 3-month-worth 
food by yourselves, and … really, the eating condition is just as unimaginably hard as you 
can’t watch with your eyes open. 

 
NKSHR18 

 

 

iv. Qualitative Aspects of Ration 

In addition to the quantity of ration, the quality of food is also a serious problem. The 

staples, crops, i.e., supplement the carbohydrates solely from three major nutrients. In 

order to maintain health and behave normally, a human need to consume enough protein 

and fat as well, whereas the rations of the North Korean military seem almost impossible 

to provide them. 

The fixed amount was exactly 800(g). Lately, it has been codified, too. It’s 800(g), but I 
said 750(g), as you mentioned because … Isn’t 50(g) reduced? 50 grams taken away … to 
make dishes separately for holidays or rest days; it’s used like that. In 2014 or 2015, 
probably, Kim Jong-un gave an order to do so … to do so … in every military unit, [I guess] 
they use it like that. Still, not the whole 750 grams came back; it’s a bit … pocketed by 
others. What is important here is that, even if we eat 200 grams per meal … in fact, we 
don’t get to eat a 200g meal every time (thrice a day); also, the meal is wholly of corn … 
and … If you don’t eat a drop of oil, then it’s really hungry, too. I, too, (after conscription) 
passing a month, had eaten meals, but there was a difference from feeling full. The meals, 
what the military provides, are different from one unit to another; our military rice bowl 
is like this big. You still get above the horizontal line. But you don’t feel full even if you eat 
it. It’s cuz you don’t have oil. So, now, rice is a lot, but [we are] starving due to the 
difference in quality.   

NKSHR04 

 

The above respondent said that one may still feel hungry despite the consumption of a 

fixed quantity of meals due to the lack of protein and oils since meats are not 

appropriately supplied. The aforementioned female officer, answering that she “ate well” 

during her overall military service thanks to rations of white rice, even says as below in 

terms of the supplemental articles of diet.  
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Now you have side dishes. A supplemental food is not guaranteed with cooked side 

dishes, so what they warrant is that of cabbage and radish only. In the winter (or) autumn, 
… when the rear parts of the brigade give a certain amount of cabbage and radish to each 
company … the cars of the rear units deliver them and distribute. Then, you unload them 
together and prepare them to where? Into the salting storage. No matter what, it is mixed 
with salts and put in salting storage. Then, it’s the end. Radish and napa cabbage. What 
do you do with them? Depending on how you adjust the amount throughout a year, you 
just eat salted radish and cabbage only.  

NKSHR09 
 

 

As stated, the only supplemental articles of diet were Chinese cabbages and radishes 

exclusively, even before the March of Suffering, and it is not an exaggeration to say that 

only radishes were barely supplemented after the famine. Sometimes, meats and cookies 

are distributed on holidays, but it is merely a couple of times in a year. In old times, when 

the procurement was acceptable, it is said, “it was possible to supply the nutrition of 

3,200 ~ 3,500 kcal with staple 800g, supplemental 1kg, meat 80g, oil 20g, etc.” (Im, 2005: 

103). However, it appears, nowadays, there are no military units supplied with that 

standard except for special units.  

3) Self-sufficiency (Self-produced Food) 

The North Korean military often, independently, solves the dietary issues within a 

battalion or a company instead of relying on procurement by the higher military units, 

which is called “self-sufficiency.” 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.  

 
There is a bit (of self-sufficiency). You do those parts. A couple of soldiers in a company, 

like three people, sow seeds from the spring and manage the field, doing sideline, till 
autumn. That is a bit … beneficial. [We] make pureed soybean stew as well though.  

 

NKSHR04 

 

 

While the above self-sufficiency is from expectation or planning, it also means sudden 

procuration of food independently under special occasions. For instance, self-sufficiency 

also refers to urgent self-procuration of foodstuff as a countermeasure to some incidents 

where the supply is blocked because of totally unexpected issues with the transportation 

(delivery) system or movement of the troop. This implies that rations are commonly 

processed not smoothly in the North Korean armed forces. 
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(In the case of ‘self-sufficiency’ due to failure in food supply) they summon all company 

leaders. Company leaders by themselves sort out things for a week on their own. They 
have nothing except to give instructions. No ways. Then, do the company leader have 
answers? Neither do they. Then, they call platoon leaders. Then, the platoons gotta endure 
a week on their own. Dig for grassroots or whatever, endure. That’s the only instruction to 
give. Then, you give such an instruction till platoon leader-level. Why? They’re 
commissioned officers. But the platoon leaders would call squad leaders. Squad leaders 
and deputy squad leaders are noncoms [noncoms] just as the enlisted soldiers. They don’t 
have accountability. … They make a determination. Then, it’s all right, okeydokey. Then, 
some squad leaders would go, “Everybody is now on your own! Just go! Don’t need to 
enter the room from now!’ Others with leadership and capability would lead one’s team 
crews, saying, “Follow me!” Then, [he or she] goes outside. They go (outside). They do 
organization business. Out there, “Hey, you two lie in ambush there, two over there, three 
go in!” You attack a farmhouse or a management committee’s office. Organically. Such a 
platoon has strong competence, so they don’t get caught. Even if one gets caught, you just 
charge inside and gain control against all the partners, and come out.  

NKSHR01 
 

 

The narrative stated above explains how to behave when one must provide oneself with 

food in a first-line company. However, the above situation is an abrupt occasion under 

which soldiers are forced into self-production; realistically, there are not many solutions 

except for theft of food by a platoon unit or individual obtainment of food. Still, if the unit 

is operated comparatively steadily, self-sufficiency is a pre-scheduled rite of passage with 

respect to annual food supply and living in the military unit.  

 
(In the region where my unit was located) fresh rice is harvested around December. Rice 

is harvested in autumn, November, and it’s threshed, so the fresh rice can’t come out (right 
away). It’s from December. In those seasons, there are months when only rice comes in. 
When you go out for reception [of supply]. Now, after you do some business, and you just 
get (unthreshed) rice only – such times. Then, you just eat rice for two days, nope, two 
months straight. And from February, it’s only corn, so you just eat corn. It could be 7:3. 
And from July or August, at then, we had a month of self-sufficiency. So, you eat corn if 
your unit planted corn, potatoes if it was potatoes. It depends. We did corn and potatoes 
both. So, you have a bowl like this, and you put a boiled potato in the bottom and two 
corn on top for each – that’s how we were distributed.  

NKSHR15 

 

 

On the other hand, there were also some occasions when the self-sufficiency was 

implemented not because of food shortage, inevitably, but by a decision of the 

commander, voluntarily. It is not possible to confirm whether such an order was decided 

either by voluntary determination from the highest military authorities, the corps-level, 

or by competition between corps-level units to gain the favor of the supreme commander. 

Nonetheless, consequently speaking, the military reduced the amount of military rice 
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that needs to be procured from the civilian sectors through voluntary self-sufficiency. Of 

course, more accurate facts need to be further checked; nonetheless, it seems quite 

plausible to view such actions as a way to win the contest of loyalty to consider the pre-

modern military culture of North Korea and a spoiled food situation. In conclusion, a high-

rank commander’s ambition may violate the most basic right, the right to food, of soldiers; 

thus, enlisted personnel cannot help growing discontented. 

 
That is to say, (my) commander of the training center, the B Training Center Commander 

– I am not sure who was in office, but then the commander and the political commissar 
did so – both of them. All in coordination, “Now, we … will alleviate the heavy shoulders 
of the General [supreme commander]!” Something like that. “Our nation’s rice and the 
food situation are at a crisis; then we shall self-produce for three months!” 

 

NKSHR18 

 

 

4) Differences in Dietary Life by Commanders 

Such a shortage in supply and problems in transportation are not temporal or 

exceptional but chronic and regular. In some first-line troops, 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 

following anecdotes display such realities. 

  
When commanders are newly deployed, they still do some corruption. If you meet a 

good commander, then the warriors gain fat, but if the commander is brutal, then the 
warriors become wimps. In a North Korea soldier’s saying, wherever you go, you need to 
meet a good commander. Regardless of your cleverness, if you meet a good commander, 
then you’d not starve to death.  

NKSHR20 

 

 

 
If you also see some units doing some smuggling (among the Border Security Command 

Posts), guys would do a bit of smuggling at all costs during the self-sufficiency period … 
(For example, in the case of independent platoons) a deputy-platoon leader of a unit, if he 
is good at rolling eyes [clever], then you would do some smuggling and gain rice from 
China. So, you’d go, “Hey, it’s kinda, actually, a bit awkward to eat fully white rice, so go 
down to the civilian residence and … get exchanged for a certain amount of corn-rice 
[corn].” So, if you get to eat mixed with a bit of corn-rice, then the subordinates feel so 
much gratitude for the deputy-platoon leader. Then, however, the deputy smuggles, the 
guys are thankful, so they don’t report to the Military Security Bureau.  

NKSHR06 
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Some of the commanders work for promotion and successful careers not only because 

of the responsibility of the subordinate soldiers. They devote themselves to the 

improvement of dietary life and rations as well as active management of the military unit.  

 
If I were a commander, and I better the condition of dietary life of my unit, so my unit 

does not have any invalids, and the unit goes well, and the sideline prospers, and then you 
get complimented; if so, then you’d have more chances at gaining one more star in the 
next time. So, they try hard for that. 

NKSHR11 
 

 

On the other hand, there was an intriguing incident where a unit’s dietary life suddenly 

deteriorated after a change in commanding officers. According to the following story, the 

commander of a unit changed from a major general to a chief of staff, and then every 

factor degenerated, from the amount of daily rations, snacks for holidays, to cigarettes. 

The interviewee suspected that the quantity and quality of rations had worsened because 

the chief of staff was rather personally misappropriated, although the major general had 

both good enough character and the ability to take good care of the enlisted soldiers.  

 
You see my unit; when we had our major general, it was very good. The major general 

had a great caring mind for the enlisted soldiers. We … 5:5 or 7:3. What 7:3 means is that 
rice 7 and corn 3 … and next, the major general was adjusted for spending a year and three 
months, so a chief of staff took the position. Then, it drastically dropped upon the change. 
But when our major general was in the office, really, the enlisted soldiers lived …, like on 
holidays … from January, the New Year’s Day, January 8th, in February, February 16th, in 
March … we have a holiday for each month, and if you look around the soldiers, it’s like 
they don’t eat because they don’t want to [being full]. The major general insured as much 
as that. … a package of cigarettes for each person, and snacks, too; a bag for each person. 
In those times, it was like, “Wow! I really came to the right place well!” But the major 
general jumped [moved] to a military school, so from then, it was downhill. … With our 
major general, there was no time for a reduction in the ration. The ration size was really 
good, too. But it dropped to half after the chief of staff. So, the enlisted soldiers – when 
the major general was in, there were no deserters – after the chief of staff, the enlisted 
soldiers started to desert.  

NKSHR14 
 

 

This case is an exceptional extreme – a rare excellent commander left, and a worse 

commander succeeded. The realities of rations and dietary life as well as the management 

thereof by the commanders of a battalion, a company, and a platoon or the other platoon 

leaders who are not in charge of a unit under the direct command of the upper unit are 

demonstrated in the below text. 



84 

 
(Excluding the units under the direct command of a corps or a division) independent 

battalions, companies, and platoons are alike (so to speak); the independent platoon’s 
platoon leader would sell some rice, and a deputy-platoon leader would sell a bit; then, 
how they sort out is by reducing the ration size of subordinates or selling rice, as white 
rice is expensive, … (for example) to sell a kilogram of white rice and to buy three kilograms 
of corn to fill up? That sort of way. In the case of a unit with lots of farming, you would fill 
up with the agriculture products and sell the remaining rice or petrol or so … mostly rice 
costs an arm and a leg.  

NKSHR15 

 

 

The loss of foodstuff, thus, happens due to three main reasons. Firstly, it is to replenish 

the loss created by the transportation of military rice and supply process as described 

previously in terms of the food rationing ways of the North Korean military. Next, it is 

reallocated to make up for the operational costs of the unit, which does not gain any 

support except for the staples and the supplemental articles of diet. Lastly, the 

commissioned officers sell a certain amount of the staples like white rice as a form of 

corruption to misappropriate for themselves and their family’s share or sell the white rice 

and replace it with corn. These phenomena are taking place generally and extensively; 

thereby, ultimately, the quantity and quality of food for the enlisted soldiers decline.  

5) Personal Resolution 

Ordinary enlisted soldiers personally put 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.  

Reception of allowance from home is a relatively recent trend, which is possible when 

the parents staying at home have the economic capabilities to support the soldier. The 

soldiers spend the allowance in the military unit by bringing the money at the moment of 

conscription, meeting the parents on unofficial leaves or outs during military service, or 

receiving money from home via a way provided by the parents (through the agency of a 

person or telephone cost53). An interviewee who served in the military in Pyeongyang in 

the 2010s explains as follows: 

 
You get an allowance. There is not no-allowance. Everybody gets. 

NKSHR14 

 

 

 
53 Telephone cost is a newly created means after distribution of mobile phones in 2010. The parents send some 
time for conversation on the phone, and the soldier would exchange it for cash. 
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The below interviewee’s narrative is quite an exceptional and unique example. The 
interviewee was a soldier who served in the military in Pyeongseong-si, Pyeongannam-
do; Pyeongseong-si is the seat of a provincial government of Pyeongannam-do; it is close 
to Pyeongyang. The concerned unit is under the direct command of General Border 
Security Command. It seems that some of the companies and the platoons had enlisted 
soldiers with impressive backgrounds. The typewriting squad in charge of typing and 
administrative affairs appears to have been comprised of remarkably rich enlisted soldiers.  

Where I was in, really, the typing squad guys, composed of really rich guys, in their case, 
they just don’t eat the military meals. Not at all. They rather treat the superiors with lunch, 
placing a heater and a rice cooker in the office of their superior … they don’t eat the 
military dish. They eat so little that it goes like, “Hey guys, shouldn’t you eat some military 
dishes? People have eyes.” So, they sometimes line up … On the contrary, the riot battalion 
guys only get what the military gives, so they’re so hungry. My unit was like, we ate what’s 
given, and those would get some money from their parents who live close to Pyeongyang. 
If you see those guys, then if their parents are rich, then it’s like 100 dollars per month – 
it’s really a lot for soldier’s expenditure, 100 dollars for a month. It is about 830,000 won 
in North Korean currency. 830,000 won.  

 
NKSHR06 

 

Most enlisted soldiers, however, generally cannot rely on allowance or aid from home 

during military service.  

In my time, there was nothing like receiving money from home. To start with, I went to 
Gangwon-do, the hardest of all, so … lately, if you look into it, North Korea has lots of 
mobile phones, too; thus, they spend on telephone costs, but back then, ah, it was really 
nothing else except for what was given (from the military unit). (Like that) Eating what’s 
given, it was hard. So you go somewhere, to civilian houses and steal from them, and that’s 
how we used to live. 

NKSHR13 

 

Till this day, the robbing of civilians by soldiers to appease one’s hunger is predominant 

within the military. It is an admitted fact that North Korea’s supreme leader, not only the 

military authorities, is aware of these activities. An interviewee said as below, asserting 

that there is a satire about this fact.  

 
A ratified task, named <On Prohibition of Theft>, was issued down as well, so the street 

makes fun of what Kim Jong-un’s saying. What is quoted directly is that what the civilians 
would say is, “The soldiers of the North Korean People’s Army, now, when a war breaks 
out, would go down to South to steal not to unify; it is as corrupt if people speak of a story 
like that.” Such a saying is circulated. Going to South Korea for theft. A saying like that is 
spreading. 

NKSHR06 
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6) Infirmity 

The North Korean military refers to malnutrition as “infirmity.” As the March of 

Suffering 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. On the face of it, it is plausible 

to understand that they are describing a person who falls short of nutritional needs even 

if he or she consumes the same amount as others due to individual differences as a person 

who is instinctually more mindful of food.  

So, what we say – what’s the thing that the military says? It’s willpower. Willpower. You’d 
get weakened if you tour the kitchen three times. Three times. You eat if you are tuned 
into (obsess with) when you can eat something or that. Then you don’t get weakened. But 
when you cannot eat that, still wanting to eat it, then you’d get weakened. So, if you focus 
on something else except for those things [eating], then you don’t have infirmity. Just eat 
what they give you. The judgment constantly comes from the brigade, worrying about the 
battalion committing embezzlement in the rear units. Every morning, an inspection would 
come. How many beans are mixed, how much oil is used? The inspection would come. You 
don’t have infirmity if you eat the ration. But if you care too much about eating, then you’d 
get weakened. It’s because that’s the basic willpower. 

NKSHR11 
 

1 to 2? 3? It’s about that. Those people, personally, their character has little patience; 
this guy can resist hunger, but another guy can’t do that, right? Some are like that, but 
some people behave to lead it [causing hunger or eating] intentionally. It’s because the 
weak people get hospitalized after examining the infirmity in the proportion of one’s 
height and weight. 

NKSHR15 

 

The rations are mostly above average compared to the ordinary units. Also, the 

recruits have met the physical standards at least and are nutritionally fit before 

conscription; thus, they are generally healthy. However, few recruits would rarely suffer 

from the infirmity.  

In the recruit battalion, people don’t get weakened easily. Now, these soldiers, so the 
trainees have eaten well at home – their basic condition is well-set. So they’re okay at the 
beginning for a month or so. But from the second month, guys would quickly lose weight 
and care a lot about eating, you see. As they care about eating, they, even though they’re 
recruits, constantly pay attention to their diets, so sometimes they go steal kimchi from 
farms as they know a bit about it as they go harvest in the autumn and sow in the spring 
in farms. Some rob from farms quite often. But not all of them – just the ones who care a 
lot about eating. Those cases, then, would have (infirmity) a lot. 

NKSHR16 
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The annual situation of infirmity patients by company-level varies from one unit to 

another. Some units would annually find two or three weak patients, hospitalized in the 

higher unit’s rest home; others would have ten patients sent to hospitals. Unless the weak 

patient has complications or diseases, he or she may stay in a rest home and be nourished 

while convalescing. It has been found that if the patient’s infirmity is of a critical condition, 

caused by other diseases, or having complications, then he or she is treated in a hospital.  

About 10 guys in a year… So, we have a rest home, so if you get weakened, you’d go 
there for months and come back, but a few months later you’d get it again, uselessly, so 
you’d be sent again. That’s was quite a lot. 

NKSHR13 

 

Some guys go into the military medical center, and some are tended to by the rear 
sectors. Military medical centers manage guys who got infirmity. But some kids simply 
couldn’t eat … Now the guys just need to manage their diets. Those guys, once they come 
up from the first-line battalions, are classified there. After classification, then initially 
everybody is sick – that’s why they come in, so. They’d recover, but still weak. We also 
distinguish the degree of infirmity into three degrees … (the least severe) when it gets to 
the first degree, then you get sent back to the battalion. Even though your disease is 
treated, you’re still weak and can’t do military life. However, if they stay, then we’d have 
no wards or beds. So, they are sent back to the Infirmity Management House, operated by 
the rear sectors.  

NKSHR08 

 

There is a sanatorium in the battalion. The weak kiddos would be sent there and fed 
well. (Not sanatorium) [it’s] rest home, rest home. There is one in the brigade and one in 
the battalion. If it’s so serious, then you get to go to the Hospital No.48 in Gangwon 
(Wonsan). 

NKSHR08 

 

Two respondents out of the thirty who participated in the in-depth interviews 

reported having suffered from malnutrition. One of them was accommodated in a rest 

home in a corps for about three months and then rejoined the soldier’s regiment.  

 
That’s like 7 guys in a squad, and by each squad, you’d send … about 2. There are 7, but 

2 of each just straight away. In a company, there’d be quite a number of people, right. So 
many weak guys. Back then, they’d be gone for 3 months. To a rest home in the Haeju 
Corps. What is the system like that the family of the corps commander operates the rest 
home? It’s like “one day is for the commander’s (family), and the next day is for the deputy-
commander’s!” Observing it. The system was [like that]. On those days, (the executive’s 
family) they’d be in charge of our diet. I was, back then, admitted in 1999 and came back 
when? 5-ish? (I stayed in the rest home from May to September;) the hot season has the 
weakest [, malnourished,] patients. The heat. (The food is short before the autumn) … guys  
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are very weak. Then, it was like about 30 guys (per company). My friend was sent as well; 
that guy went to a regiment rest home. Each regiment has that, too. I asked of the rest 
home in the regiment, and it was slightly less than the corps’. … (In my case) it was infirmity 
degree 3 —the most severe. Your butt (anus) cracks. … It’s real cracked if a fist can go in 
your butt. It was like that much. 

NKSHR26 

 

 

The pain, diseases, and deaths caused by malnutrition in the military were quite a 

serious agenda. As discussed in the right to life and fatal accidents in Section 1, Chapter 

II, it appears that a considerable number of people die of infirmity in the military as well. 

Nevertheless, this survey had difficulties in figuring out the exact statistics of weak 

patients and deaths thereof since the patients were separately accommodated and 

hospitalized in the company-level, a rest home in an above-battalion-grade unit, or a 

hospital in an above-division-grade unit. Still, a number of interviewees testified that 

there are deaths caused by infirmity.  

 
Basically, when I was in (the military) … quite a number of cases of death happened 

after being hospitalized in the military medical center for having infirmity. In our case, 
throughout military service, [I think] it’s about more than 5 guys who died, in my days. 
Like, you don’t say in the unit that one died of infirmity, you know. That’s a national 
disgrace, so it goes, “Some disease took him!” It’s expressed like that. We’d just accept so 
and move on. Still (like that) a lot of guys died of infirmity. Your body gets weak, so. All 
sorts of diseases would sink in? When your body gets weak. 

NKSHR18 

 

 

The above interviewee served in an army infantry unit in Hwanghaebuk-do from 2004 

to 2013, which was after the stabilization of the food situation, not the period of North 

Korean famine. Notwithstanding the period, the testimony reads that the individuals died 

directly from malnutrition or other complications. In addition, there is a witness of a near-

death case of patients due to infirmity.  

 
It’s just too late, so it goes (out of hand). 30 to 40% of the people in the military have 

malnutrition (slightly). Still, they follow the barrack life and serve (in the military), but 
suddenly one gets sagged, and cognitive abilities or stuff like that drops, then it’s too late, 
but they get hospitalized in the military medical center. Although you’re accommodated 
in the military medical center, while patients are gathered, constantly, people die out after 
arriving at the military medical center. Low cognitive ability – sometimes, you can’t even 
talk with them, becoming incoherent...  

NKSHR28 

 

 

As stated in the above text, another interviewee affirmed other fatal cases of patients 
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with irreversible malnutrition after finally being hospitalized in a military medical center 

(gunuiso), beyond treatment. Malnutrition is categorized by symptoms into three degrees: 

the mild case is the first, the middle is the second, and the severe case is the third. It was 

also confirmed that each of the degrees is belittled by expressions as “mild-trian,” 

“malnu-trian,” and “malign-nutrian.”54 

 
Back then, when I was hospitalized in the Corps Hospital, I didn’t see a bunch of men 

die of malnutrition, but I saw a bunch of women die of it … I thought they were boys, but 
they were girls. … They were all skin and bone, so they looked like boys, but when you 
listen to them talking to each other, the voices were women. … During which I was 
hospitalized … for 3 months; at the beginning, there were 30 patients who were 
hospitalized, but in the end, there were only 8 left. By the time I was released. In every 
morning, always, I used to watch them going for meals. … how many are reduced; how 
many are down … It was so pitiful; I felt so bad. But, then, eventually, in the end, only 8 
guys survived. I asked, “Why so many reduced?” The answer was, “All dead, well.” One 
dies after one night, another after another nigh … But these guys were already 
predisposed; how much predisposed is that when [I] was hospitalized in the Corps 
Hospital, the chief nurse told [me] how to distinguish the malnutrition patients. It is a 
North Korean military custom to report with your head straight up to your commander in 
the morning inspection (roll call), saying “Master Sergeant X, Ready for morning task.” But 
if you get weakened, … you can’t keep your head upright … It was then I realized the head 
is the heaviest part of our human body. So, if you’re weakened, you can’t keep your head 
steady. Then, you have to hold your head up, but can’t, so you just lift your eyes. And (with 
thin voice) [you’d] say “Superior X, Ready for morning task.” while your head dropped. So, 
when it’s ordered to “Head up!” Then, you struggle to lift your head. … then, “Shall we 
count to 10? 50? While heads up?” Then, to the extent, we … according to the number, 
“Ah, this guy is serious, mild!” judging like that; the names came like that, “mild-trian,” 
‘malnu-trian,” and “malign-nutrian.”55 

 
NKSHR05 

   

 
54 [Note] The original phrases are “Light Malnutrition Guy,” “Malnutrition Guy,” and “Serious Malnutrition Guy.” 
The translation attempted to represent the intention of belittlement. 

55 The term “mild-trian” (yeongsil-i) is a combination of the suffix “-I” meaning people like children (eorin-i], 
juvenile (geolmeun-i), and senile people (neulgeun-i) and the abbreviation (yeongsil) of malnutrition 
(yeongyangsiljo]. 
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2. The Right to Housing 

 

The main findings related to the right to housing cover the accommodations, the sanitary 

and convenience facilities like washrooms and lavatories, where daily life takes place, 

excluding education and training activities in an encampment. In the case of the South Korean 

armed forces, Chapter 4 (Analysis on Soldier’s Human Rights) of the “Survey on Human Rights 

Situations within the Military and Research on Improvements” in 2005 by the NHRCK provides 

a reference for this topic. The research asked the following topics while inquiring into the 

environment of food, clothing, and shelter: factors related to the invasion of privacy, poor 

hygiene, poor sun-lighting, limited space for sleeping places, insufficient air-conditioning and 

heating systems, lack of lockers, and overpopulation.  

As this survey had North Korean defectors as its subjects, it utilized the in-depth interview 

instead of the questionnaire study; the result was that none of the interviewees showed an 

enthusiastic reaction or response to the questions regarding quarters and other various 

convenience 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. Still, the following summarizes some 

of the statements. 

1) Living Facilities 

The quarters of the North Korean military are comprised of a platoon unit. Generally, 

in the case of a military troop staying in a battalion unit or in a company unit, one 

company occupies one building. Inside of the quarters, there are rooms for each platoon. 

Though the structure of a bunkroom may vary, it mostly consists of a two-level wooden 

bunk topped with several mattresses which each soldier would sleep on. Some quarters 

adopted the ondol, floor-heating system, while others did not. In the case of the former, 

the room is heated by making a fire in a furnace with wood. If a coalmine is located near 

a military camp, they may use coal-fired boilers.  

2) Sanitary Arrangements 

It is quite rare to have water and sewage arrangements in a company building. A 

washroom, as well as a shower room, is mostly located in a separate small outbuilding. 

The shape of a washroom may vary from one unit to another; some units have a furnace 

inside to boil the water so that soldiers may take a warm bath as well as shower once a 

week by mixing the cold and hot waters. Still, there are units without a hot water system. 

Those units would heat the washroom to make the temperature comparatively warm, 

and then the soldiers would wash the body with the water filled in advance. The water is 
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often drawn from an underground well, a river or a stream. It is led not by modern water 

and sewage arrangements by but rubber or synthetic resin hoses. 

 
You do that; then you’d heat the bath. You did the heat. You make a fire in a big, large 

furnace, a big furnace. You make a fire. It can heat the building, but in the area Z, like in 
the city center, very much, firewood is scarce. Barrack life is poor as well, so the firewood 
cannot boil the water properly; if it gets boiled a bit, then, first, the big heads go in and 
then. Ha, ha, ha, it (the next people) comes in quickly. The young guys have to wash in the 
filthy water where that the big guys washed. 

 
NKSHR24 

 

 

Lavatories are mostly conventional ones: a squat toilet. By regulation, it is constructed 

a distance from the quarters and the dining hall. If the unit has a sideline farm field for 

agriculture, the excrement from the toilets is utilized as fertilizer as well.  

3) Other Facilities 

A company building (complex) is equipped with an ammunition depot, education hall, 

office, kitchen, and dining hall in addition to the basic quarters. The larger the size of a 

unit is, as stationed in a battalion unit, the more diverse and various buildings and 

facilities are established.  
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3. Health and Hygiene  

 

1) The Right to Medical Care 

The North Korean military medical system assigns a member of each company 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 is 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; and there are about twenty 

military doctors and fifty female nursing medics in the military medical center of a division. 

Under a corps-level 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. 20.56  

Each company has a designated medic and is equipped with elementary medicines 

like disinfectants, antibiotics (penicillin), and cold medicine. The company medic is 

appointed from the noncoms, and a medic commences his duty after completing the 

relevant curriculum. Although it may differ by each unit, the medic is a pathway to the 

chief of sergeants. The medic tends to the health of the company’s members, primarily 

diagnoses each illness when a patient visits, treats a mild external injury, and dispenses 

medicine. When the medic judges that a patient has a disease incurable in the company 

on its own, he or she is also in charge of transferring the patient to the military medical 

center under the authorization of the commander.  

In a battalion-grade unit, a military medical center is set. A military doctor works in 

the military medical center along with more educated battalion medics. Unlike the 

company medics, the battalion medics can give injections. According to one of the thirty 

interviewees who was a battalion medic, it was usually the battalion medics who took 

care of patients in the military medical center, but the battalion medics treated, gave 

injections, and gave health lectures to other soldiers, going around to each company or 

other units. 

 
A medic is under the chief of sergeants. [They] have basic medicines—cold medicine, 

etc. Lots of medicines are distributed. If [the condition] is severe, you’re hospitalized in a 
military medical center. 

NKSHR13 

 
 

 
56 Ministry of Unification Institute for Unification Education, 2010: 99; Im, 2005: 124-30; scripts of the in-depth 
interviews. 
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Most of what a medic does is impromptu supervision of health (of company members) 

… treating sick patients and get some medicines. (A patient) can’t go to (the battalion’s) 
military medical center alone, so, in South Korea way of speaking, you escort a member 
to the hospital, stuff like that … 

NKSHR19 

 
 

 
We had medics in each company. There was a military medical center in the battalion. 

[They’d] bring you there to get a shot. (Company) medics don’t give a shot or so. Just 
applying some medicine on open wounds and bandages it; stuff like that. 

NKSHR23 

 
 

A military medical center above a regiment or a division has a formal ward, unlike 

those in the battalions. However, to investigate whether the medical system of the North 

Korean military is working effectively, on the basis of rigorous medical judgment, was a 

field exceeding the boundary of this survey. Instead, it checked the deployment 

(appointment) of company medics, preparation of basic medicines, and the role of 

military medical centers in each battalion.  

Scarcely any interviewee gave a positive evaluation or showed satisfaction toward the 

quality of medical care in a military medical center. One who had returned to living after 

about a year, due to a lung condition, expressed a great distrust in the medical system of 

the North Korean military. 

You get ill when you don’t get to eat or get to sleep. Once you’re ill, you’re to be treated 
in a military medical center, but the condition is quite poor there as well. It’s just difficult 
to recover if you’re sick. It’s not like in the Republic of Korea where injured animals are 
rescued and taken care of or so, but [there] it’s like suffering even in the military, so. Really, 
a lot of guys die. 

NKSHR20 

 

It actually seems that North Korean military medical centers are not furnished with 

medical equipment and medicines necessary for the treatment of patients. It is the result 

of the reflection of the inferior reality of the North Korean military and the financial 

difficulties of North Korea. A nursing medic who served in the regiment military medical 

center, located in Hwanghaebuk-do from 1992 to 1999, expressed regrets about the 

shortage of medical supplies and blood for transfusions. 

In fact, back then, those people (the hospitalized patients in the detachment) could 
have survived if [we] had blood and proper medicine; countless lives could have been 
saved really … I was a person who worked in the medical field, too, so I feel a prick of 
conscience—feeling sorry for them, something like that. 

NKSHR08 
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Another nursing medic served in a numbered hospital in Pyeongyang from 2006 to 

2011 (a Corps Hospital) also presented episodes of failures in treatment (surgery) because 

of a lack of medical equipment in other ordinary hospitals.  

 
When severely injured. Because that is not curable in the Hospital No. X, soldiers injured 

that much. Medical equipment is not prepared … then, [a patient] comes with fragments 
stuck in. In these cases, you need to pull [them] while examined by a special machine. It 
just cannot be done in the Hospital No. X – the patient can never be operated under such 
a harsh environment. 

NKSHR12 

 

 

From the time of the Arduous March, most of the patients hospitalized in military 

medical centers were people suffering from complications of malnutrition.  

 
Guys who get weakened due to diseases are treated in a military medical center. Some 

guys go into the military medical center, and some are tended to by the rear sectors. Guys 
who get infirmity are managed by military medical centers. But some kids simply couldn’t 
eat … Now the guys just need to manage their diets. Those guys, once they come up from 
the first-line battalions, are classified there. After classification, then initially everybody is 
sick – that’s why they come in, so. They’d recover, but still weak. We also distinguish the 
degree of infirmity into three degrees … (the least severe) when it gets to the first degree, 
then you get sent back to the battalion. Even though your disease is treated, you’re still 
weak and can’t do military life. However, if they stay, then we’d have no wards or beds. So, 
they are sent back to the Infirmity Management House, operated by the rear sectors.  

 
NKSHR08 

 

 

2) Garments and Hygiene Products 

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 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. 

The levels of satisfaction and opinions concerning clothing showed differences 

according to sex. While the low quality and the lack of supply of garments were the same, 

the females were far more sensitive about the condition of a uniform due to pressures on 

appearance, even in the military, and self-censorship. Also, because female sanitary 

products are scarcely distributed, they had to devise various methods by themselves to 

address the issue. 
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So ... summer clothes and winter clothes come out … underwear, too. In the case of 

women, sanitary pads are the basic, though in my case, in Pyeongyang-si, we had sanitary 
pads produced in Pyeongyang. The ones that women here use. You can’t give too many, 
but two per person? Where could you use the two pads? Two. Two pieces. Two each piece. 
Then, mostly, you know the gauze fabric?57 I’m not sure you know gauze fabric.58 You 
know, right? You get a roll of that. So, two meters, in the metric system, per person, then 
if you get two meters, you’d just use it. You do that and as well as in the case of underwear, 
too. We … never gave clothes on time or like that. 

 
They give a pair each of summer and winter uniforms once a year, but the winter 

uniforms, the cotton-filled clothes, were given every other year. The commissioned officer 
wears a new uniform every year. The lower-rank soldiers would do so every other year. 
You just wear what you wore last year or so. As the chief of sergeants … takes charge of 
these garments, so they wear a new one yearly. The commissioned officers would have 
new ones every year. The enlisted soldiers have winter uniforms every other year. 

 
NKSHR09 

 

 

An interviewee who served as an air force commissioned officer in Pyeongyang from 1982 

to 1991, during which the North Korean economy was relatively better, also testified that 

the supply of normal garments like military uniforms was fairly good, but sanitary pads 

were not amply provided. As the March of Suffering started, the supply of garments began 

to decline as well. 

We have military supplies, you know, the military ones. Underwear. Above all, you know 
the commodities that you need for military service? Don’t get one. Two pieces of 
underwear for a year; that’s it: two underclothes, one cotton undershirt. Winter 
undershirt was like, in my case, I got it once in 8 years of service.  

 
During my time, (a military uniform) was once every two years. But the problem is, like, 

you know, the undies? It’s not supplied appropriately. Sanitary pads are not supplied well. 
You’re freezing, but clothes are not appropriately distributed… One pair (a uniform and 
underwear) for a year; how can you live with that? Women? You have to do your laundry. 
So, most of us, all get social clothing… so, when you write letters to mom, no colored cloth, 
cuz the winter undershirt is mostly pink for women and blue for men. (Laugh) In a color 
that is almost alike. Now moms know, too. They buy those in a similar color and send the 
package to such a house (which grants favors near the military camp). You send a parcel 
like that or bring the clothes to visitation; that’s how most of us got it.  

NKSHR09 

 

 
57 It is commonly used as medical bandage; a fabric of gauze made of muslin. 

58 [Note] The North Korean pronunciation of the loanword, [ga-je], is different from the South Korean [geo-jeu], 
both of which means “gauze” in English. 
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The female nursing medic, served in the military from 1992 to 1999, attested that they 

had to receive underwear and sanitary pads from home as such things were not at all 

supplied either via parcel or visitation. Still, the reception of underwear and commodities 

via package or visitation was only possible because she was a nursing medic. Generally, 

among female soldiers, the nursing medic is the most preferred type of service among the 

many types. Often, people offer bribes or employ personal connections to become one. 

The two interviewees, each of whom served in Hoeryeong-si, in Hamgyeongbuk-do 

(NKSHR10), and Pyeongyyang-si (NKSHR12) in the 2000s, completed their military service 

in good places thanks to the comparatively competitive economic power of their families. 

Notwithstanding the places of service, both of them testified that they had to make their 

own military uniforms. In North Korea, a (quasi-)military uniform made of similar fabric 

and self-produced is called a “self-made uniform.” From the 2000s, not only executive 

personnel but also a lot of the enlisted started to buy private military uniforms, caps, and 

boots from the market place to supplement insufficient and uncomfortable military 

uniforms. 

You suffer a lot because of the commodities. Military uniforms, shoes, and other living 
necessities cause you big difficulties … But when I joined the military, the squad leader 
took my uniform. That guy took it and gave me what he wore as you can just switch the 
epaulets. So, and, society developed bit by bit, right. The newly joined people are more 
awakened [sensitive]. So, then, the trend in my unit was to make one … to make a military 
uniform out of khaki fabric. Doing so, I think you only wore the [official] military uniform 
for training sessions. 

NKSHR10 

 

Upon arrival at the hospital, I, too, had a ‘self-made uniform’; the disinfected smocks 
are all hand-made as well … out of a similar fabric … 

NKSHR12 

 

Contrarily, in the case of the male soldiers, their testimonies did not provide any 

information as elaborate as those of the female soldiers. Nevertheless, it is not because 

they were supplied better than the female soldiers; it seems to be because the male 

soldiers care relatively less about their garments than the females. Moreover, in the case 

of male soldiers, there were incidents of a senior soldier appropriating a newcomer’s 

clothes to wear him/ herself or to sell it in the market. It is also reported that theft or loss 

of underwear is quite incessant.   
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4. Monthly Wage (Cost of Living)  

 

North Korean soldiers are paid in addition to basic supplies such as food and garments. 

The term “stipend” is more popular than “monthly wage.” However, soldiers do not care about 

the monthly wage, regardless of being an executive (commissioned) or an enlisted soldier 

(lower-rank soldiers). It is because the sum of money is too insignificant to care. 

Category Monthly Wage 

Grade Rank 
Kim (2005) In-depth Interview, 

etc. 

Lower-rank 
Soldiers 

(Enlisted) 

Warrior 

Warrior 25 5059 

Basic   

Secondary   

Upper   

Noncom 

Staff Sergeant  20060 

Sgt. First Class  29061 

Master Sgt.  31062 

Sgt. Major  27063 

Company-grade 
Commissioned Officers 

Second Lt. 2,970 2,47064 

First Lt. 3,240  

Lieutenant 3,510  

Captain 3,780(1,800)  

Field-grade 
Commissioned Officers 

Major 4,130(2,000) 8,50065 

Second Lt. Colonel 4,610  

First Lt. Colonel 5,270  

Colonel 5,830  
Table 19 North Korean Soldiers' Monthly Wages (Cost of Living) 

Table 19 above encapsulates the state of the monthly wage of the North Korean military 

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 with the stories of interviewees (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. 

 
59 NKSHR19, Service Period: 2002 ~ 2011 
60 NKSHR29, Service Period: 2006 ~ 2013 
61 NKSHR22, Service Period: 2006 ~ 2016 
62 NKSHR22, Service Period: 2006 ~ 2016 
63 NKSHR13, Service Period: 1998 ~ 2007 
64 NKSHR19, Service Period: 2002 ~ 2011 
65 The Asia Press (2019). 
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There is (wage/living expenses). Yet, [it] doesn’t matter whether you get it or not. Anyway, 

you get it every time. That, too, is used primarily (if you have some saved up) for outs when a 
platoon leader goes. When you get paid, we go, “Hey, the platoon leader [I] spent some for this 
time out, so do (give) it all.” Then the platoon members would just assume being paid without 
a complaint. Back then, how much we paid was like 20 won or 30 won. Where can you spend 
that? 

 
NKSHR12 

 

 

An interviewee who served in the Army from 1994 to 2003 in Hwanghaebuk-do said that 

nobody actually cared about the monthly wage, as stated above. It was because the sum was 

too trifling. In the early 2000s, a pack of cigarettes costs about 20 won on the market place. A 

month-worth of payment only amounted to a package of cigarettes. Also, even if a soldier is 

paid so, there is not a store inside the bases to spend the money, and the soldiers could not 

freely go out to towns; thus, few soldiers cared about the trivial amount of useless wage. 

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 conditions of soldiers.  

The wage, found by this survey, did not show significant gaps between those of the 2005 

data. Even though a decade and a half have passed, the wage does not seem to have shifted 

or a changed. Additionally, the soldier’s perception of the wage has not altered either. 

 
I was paid (the wage). I didn’t (sign). Nope. I don’t know where the money went, and I didn’t 

really know how much I was paid. People who show interest in such a thing (wage) is like, 1 out 
of 100, barely, or I’m not sure. It’s meaningless! Just [we] didn’t care! 

 
NKSHR24 

 

 

 
They do pay you. But 200 won is all. It’s about a pack of cigarettes when you gather every bit 

of all platoon crews. But sometimes – frankly speaking, you can’t even spend the wage, so – 
the squad leaders would say like, “let’s buy some markers next time,” and then they collect 
them. During winter or summer training, you gotta prepare a marker and a workbook note on 
your own. To do that, you gather some. 

 
NKSHR29 
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50 won for the warriors. Ha ha ha. The living cost of warriors is fixed—all the same. The 

rookies are 50 won. … The company pays the living cost all (of soldiers). Even so, the living cost 
of a warrior was just 50 won, so [there’s] no time to spend, but they did give all of us. (When I 
was a company leader,) I was paid 2,800 won-ish? It was 2,470 won for a platoon leader. I can’t 
remember well that of the company leader. Ha ha. It was 2,470 won for the platoon leaders. 
My cost of living was. So, it was almost the price of a pack of cigarettes. Next, the company 
leader is vague. It was 3,000-ish or what? [I] didn’t care much about the living cost … you didn’t 
have time to spend the living cost, so. [I] didn’t care about the cost of living. You just put in a 
side pocket when you receive it, and then you’d not remember whether it is there or not. 

 
NKSHR19 

 

 

The interviewee (NKSHR19), who served in the military from 2002 to 2011 - joined as an 

enlisted soldier and became a company leader, graduating from commissioned officer school 

- stated to have received the monthly wages of the warriors, noncoms, and officers, going 

through all the ranks. He replied that he did pass out the monthly wages of the soldiers, which 

was paid to the unit. Though he did not check whether it was spent individually or collectively 

by a platoon or a squad unit, he guessed it would have been spent collectively.  

The interviewee could not recall the exact sum of his monthly wage during his time as the 

company leader. However, he did remember his prior pay as a platoon leader being exactly 

2,470 won. Perhaps he remembers due to the fact that he was paid a significantly larger sum 

of money right after graduating from the commissioned officer school than that of the 

noncoms. As stated in the above text, it is larger than that of a warrior, 50 won.66 However, it 

is still minute. 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., seven hundred and fifty (eight 

hundred) grams of white rice. In short, the monthly wage does not matter to either enlisted 

soldiers or officers. 

Most of the enlisted soldiers are not concerned about it and just spend it on necessary 

commodities extemporaneously. Naturally, it is handed to a company leader so that the leader 

may buy small communal goods necessary for the platoon on the way home or on the way to 

work and during business trips: e.g., needle and thread, a flashlight, a mirror, and other things. 

  

 
66 A warrior is the lowest rank, where a soldier starts right after completing boot camp, of the lower-rank soldiers. 
It corresponds to a private in the South Korean military. Please, take a look at the North Korean military insignia; 
that of the warrior is filled with red or boxed in red line without any golden lines (stripes). After serving as a 
warrior for a year, being promoted to a basic soldier, one gains one line. 
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Ⅳ. Conclusion and Recommendations 

 

The intention of this survey research is to provide basic information for an objective 

understanding of the human rights situations of the military personnel, especially ordinary 

soldiers, of North Korea from the point of view of universal human rights. However, this 

research bears clear limitations due to the inability to make direct contact with or visit the 

North Korean military personnel on active duty, lack of various material regarding the North 

Korean armed forces, and sampling of the research.67 Nevertheless, the research categorizes 

representative examples of human rights violations based on preceding reports and material 

on the situations of human rights in North Korea as well as research and transcribed 

testimonies with reference to the actuality of military service in North Korea. Furthermore, it 

conducted in-depth interviews in order to attempt to depict, though rudimentarily, the 

general situations of military human rights in North Korea. 

 

1. Comprehensive Evaluation  

 

1) Summary 

The critical reasons for human rights issues in the North Korean military are summed 

up mainly in 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 period of military service of the enlisted 

personnel is too long in comparison with any other country in the world.  

Enormous resources and capabilities are required to operate such a large standing 

force of about 1,280,000 (Ministry of Unification Institute for Unification Education, 2020: 

132-3). The size of that of the United States of America, 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 the scope of this research 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 

 
67 These in-depth interviews only included thirty North Korean defectors who entered South Korea after having 
military experience in North Korea, and their service periods have quite a variance, ranging from 1980 
(conscription) to 2018 (discharge). 
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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 Korea military. This effects 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 

rights of North Korea. North Koreans serve in the military a decade in the case of men 

and seven years in the case of women. It is solely North Korea that operates such a lengthy 

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 

(Jeong and Ahn, 2013; Kim, 2018; CIA). 

North Korean enlisted soldiers join the military right after graduating from upper-

secondary 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 

relationship 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.68 North Korean men, according to the simple comparison, 

spend about 15% of life in the military.  

 
68 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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2) Evaluation 

Bearing in mind the fundamental and structural reasons for the military human rights 

issues of North Korea, i.e., the operation of the immense force and the long-term military 

service, the evaluations on the concrete issues discussed in this survey research are as 

follows. 

The right to life is the most critical issue in terms of the reality of the civil and political 

rights of the North Korean military. Innumerable mortality events are occurring during 

various types of work that are second to forced labor, such as not only the construction 

of military bases and facilities but also aid to construction projects. Following the deaths 

during work, safety, and training, fatal accidents happen in the military, which take 

anywhere from one thousand lives to several thousands of lives every year. Article 3 of 

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) stipulates, “Everyone has the right to 

life, liberty, and security of person.” The cases of death in the North Korean military, which 

accounts for the most considerable portion of the violation of the right to life, are not the 

results of inevitable accidents that cannot be prevented by the workforce but of a 

comprehensive and structural disaster encompassing everything from the contempt of 

life to safety ignorance. 

The prevailing physical assaults and bullying are also grave matters violating the 

human rights of North Korean soldiers, notably with low ranks. Article 5 of the UDHR 

stipulates, “No one shall be subjected to torture or cruelty, inhumane or degrading 

treatment or punishment.” The beating and bullying are possible due to structural 

generation and acceptance as in other countries; it is never an issue ‘between the enlisted 

soldiers.’ It is certain that the North Korean military internally emphasizes the measures 

and guidelines for the eradication of physical assaults and maltreatment more than in the 

past. Still, practically speaking, much stronger institutional reform and implementation 

thereof are required.  

The forced labor employing North Korean soldiers takes place not only in the 

confinement facilities in a punitive dimension but also on a daily basis throughout regular 

military life. What is apparent is that the constant mobilization for the support of 

construction in nonmilitary sectors does fall under the definition of forced labor under 

Article 8 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the core 

document of the ILO because it is not a service of a military character. 

The rights of detainees and the right to a fair trial are scarcely guaranteed either. Due 

to the systematic features of the North Korean regime, the independence of the judiciary 

is not really warranted. The trials against soldiers in the military seem to be rarely assured 

and just a formal act even if a trial is held due to additional unique features of the military. 

The rights of detainees are generally invaded, ranging from lack of high-quality food and 

forced labor to battery and maltreatment. This violates Article 10 as well as Articles 6 and 

7 of the ICCPR.  
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The right to privacy and communication are invaded as well though it is mostly 

overlooked by the people directly involved with North Korean military human rights. It is 

impossible to have physical space be assured of for the sake of protection of privacy in 

military units. It is also severely problematic that leave is not officially guaranteed; the 

exchange of mail is practically impossible, and communication via telephones is limited. 

Article 12 of the UDHR proclaims, “No one shall be subjected to arbitrary interference 

with his privacy, family, home or correspondence.” Notably, in the case of the North 

Korean military, it is necessary to approach the right to privacy and communication in 

tandem with Article 23 (The right to family life) of the ICCPR. A more radical issue than 

family communication is that soldiers can hardly ever meet their family members during 

their long military lives. Though this survey research did not discuss it, the fact that both 

romantic relationships and marriages are officially prohibited during military service for 

both men and women also goes against human rights.  

In terms of the right to equality, discrimination in the assignment to military camps, 

daily life in barracks, and party entry have become problematic. Discrimination based on 

origin and social class is still functioning. In daily life, corruption and graft aggravate 

discrimination and inequality. The enlisted soldiers with economic power and 

backgrounds enjoy privileges ranging from deployment to ‘favorable’ units to easy entry 

into the Party.  

In relation to gender equality, sex crimes such as sexual assaults are concentrated on 

female military personnel. North Korean society is already profoundly permeated with a 

patriarchic and sexually discriminative social culture, such as the predominance of men 

over women. In a unit consisting of mixed-sex personnel, almost nobody had witnessed 

or testified of a story concerning a male superior (officer)’s sexual assault over a female 

subordinate (enlisted soldier). White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea 2020 (KINU, 

2020: 327-8) reports that the North Korean general society “has no regard for sexual 

harassment or molestation” and that “it seems that the victims of sexual violence often 

do not make a report due to humiliation and fear of social stigma.” This tendency 

manifests in much more severe conditions in the North Korean military. As it is impossible 

to evade due to military characteristics, it is revealed under grave circumstances such as 

pregnancy and abortion. 

In the case of the grievance complaint system, which seems to have been introduced 

to first-line units after the 2000s, it is evaluated rather positively. Still, it is inadequate for 

the prevention of human rights violations such as battery and maltreatment and remedial 

measures since it is merely operated nominally. 

The right to food is the most devastating field of economic, social, and cultural rights. 

The soldiers who used to have fair food rationing compared to civilians were impacted 

during the North Korean famine (1994~1998), let alone the guarantee of high-quality 

meals. Although the food situation has become relatively stabilized after the inauguration 

of Kim Jong-un, even compared with the 2000s, generally, the quantity and quality of food 
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are insufficient, when age and activities are taken into account. Also, a temporal food 

crisis can happen anytime and anywhere, depending on the supply and delivery from the 

center, domestic and foreign environment and timing, and an individual unit’s 

circumstances. Even if it happens, it would not be odd. As pointed out previously, the 

problems of the right to food come from fundamental and structural reasons, that is, the 

operation of a large force beyond government capabilities. 

While the right to housing and the right to health and hygiene are relatively 

overlooked, these agendas are quite important as well. Most of the barrack buildings in 

military camps are not equipped with water and sewerage facilities, and enlisted soldiers 

are not guaranteed appropriate medical treatment and rest when they are ill. It is most 

concerning since this condition of deficiency in social rights can deprive of the right to 

freedom, such as life when it is aggravated or extended. Female soldiers are hardly 

supplied with hygiene products such as sanitary pads; thus, in the fields of health and 

hygiene, they are exposed to more vulnerable and discriminative situations than male 

soldiers.  

The monthly wage (cost of living) of an enlisted soldier is merely equivalent to the 

price of a package of cigarettes. Though some are discontent with it, nobody really gives 

any consideration to wages since it is insignificant, and people have little awareness of 

the increments in salary. Even some soldiers are never paid during their military service. 

Realistically speaking, in addition to the meaningless amount of the wage, there is not a 

place within the barracks to spend the wage, and soldiers are not allowed to go out 

regularly; hence, it is improbable to spend the monthly wage usefully due to the closed 

features of the North Korean military. There is not even a point in commenting on the 

increment in salary and realization of the amount.  
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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, 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 is 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 

the enlisted soldiers out of the total military personnel, and the military has different missions 

during the 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 military (Kim, 2018; the Database Center for North Korean 

Human Rights contain relatively detailed information) asserts that “individual North Korean 

soldiers are practically like prisoners serving the term of a decade.” In accordance with the 

conclusion, it is quite 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).69 Although the 

 
69 See A/RES/70/175 (2015). 
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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 an undeniable fact 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 the 

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 

special 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 high-quality food 

sufficient for the endurance of arduous training and hard labor, as well as 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 
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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 reduction 

in human resources, which amounts to about 1,280,000, for the benefit of human rights 

improvement in the military of North Korea 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 

the residents of North Korea 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 rather 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 

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, to discuss 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 causes difficulty concentrating, which eventually entail 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, 
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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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Annex 1. North Korea’s Military Command Structure 

 

 

 

Source: Ministry of National Defense Republic of Korea, 2018 DEFENSE WHITE PAPER, p.28 [Publication Registration Number: 11-1290000-000446-11]. 

Accessible at  

https://www.mnd.go.kr/cop/pblictn/selectPublicationUser.do?siteId=mnd&componentId=14&categoryId=15&publicationSeq=835&pageIndex=1&id=mn

d_040501000000 

 

  

https://www.mnd.go.kr/cop/pblictn/selectPublicationUser.do?siteId=mnd&componentId=14&categoryId=15&publicationSeq=835&pageIndex=1&id=mnd_040501000000
https://www.mnd.go.kr/cop/pblictn/selectPublicationUser.do?siteId=mnd&componentId=14&categoryId=15&publicationSeq=835&pageIndex=1&id=mnd_040501000000
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Annex 2. North Korea’s Leadership Structure 

 

Source: KINU. (2020, December 14). Organizational Chart of North Korea Leadership (As of January 2020). 

https://www.kinu.or.kr/brd/board/726/L/menu/382?brdType=R&thisPage=1&bbIdx=58517&searchField=title&searchText=ORGANIZATIONAL  

Please, refer to the Ministry of Unification Korea Institute for National Unification’s database and download the attached file for a larger image of the 

overview of the structure of the governmental bodies of North Korea. 

https://www.kinu.or.kr/brd/board/726/L/menu/382?brdType=R&thisPage=1&bbIdx=58517&searchField=title&searchText=ORGANIZATIONAL
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