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UN Activities in the DPRK: 
many achievements and some mistakes

 

Hazel Smith Ph.d
Professor of Security and Resilience

Head of the Resilience Centre
Cranfield University

(h.smith@cranfield.ac.uk)
 

The United Nations has had a presence in the DPRK since 1980 when UNDP 
established an office in Pyongyang. The major influx of UN agencies however 
came in 1995 when UN and other agencies arrived in response to the famine of 
the mid and early 1990s. In 2005 however the DPRK government decided that the 
UN and other agencies should focus their efforts on development not humanitarian 
work. The reluctance of the international community to fund development work 
combined with the government!s reluctance to expand humanitarian portfolios 
resulted in stagnation of the UN relief effort. As of 2009, UN humanitarian and 
development agencies in a presence in the DPRK but these agencies play a 
diminished role in the national recovery effort compared to their role in the late 
1990s to early 2000s. The government!s recent decision not to permit an FAO/WFP 
Food and Crop assessment mission for 2009 may result in the end of the WFP 
presence " thus signifying a termination of major United Nations humanitarian 
assistance to the DPRK.

This paper reviews the history of the UN humanitarian presence in the DPRK - 
identifying achievements as well as mistakes made by the humanitarian community. 
The focus of this paper is the UN agencies but much of what is reported in this 
paper equally applies to NGO activity in the DPRK. The focus of this particular 
paper is not the government!s own failures to deliver humanitarian assistance to its 
own people but any discussion of international humanitarian agency activity in the 
DPRK should be located contextually within the legal and ethical reality that it is 
the government!s responsibility to support its own people " as in any country. We 
should remember that international assistance can only supplement governmental 
activity. 

The paper concludes by suggesting that if the DPRK government, donors, United 
Nations agencies and non-governmental agencies are concerned to meet the still 
evident and measurable humanitarian need of the North Korean population they 
should refrain from the politicisation of humanitarian assistance " of which they are 
all culpable to a greater or lesser extent.

 

�_�X



Humanitarianism and Development

There are good reasons for the continuation of both humanitarian and 
development work in the DPRK. The most recent internationally backed nutrition 
surveys show continuing malnutrition " including the continuing prevalence of 
substantial numbers of acutely malnourished individuals. At the same time the most 
recent food and crop assessments of 2005 and 2008 indicate large shortfalls in 
gross national food availability. Indications from agencies working in the field 
combined with analysis of available data show an increasing concern about food 
accessibility for large sectors of the population, including farmers in the breadbasket 
provinces of South Hwanghae and North Hwanghae. The government itself freely 
admits to the necessity to attract funds for redevelopment of almost all its 
economic sectors including agriculture, industry, transport, energy and its social and 
welfare infrastructure. The case for both humanitarian and development assistance 
remains strong.

Currently (as of October 2009) the resident UN agencies are the UNDP, FAO, 
UNFPA, WHO, UNICEF and WFP. WFP is the major humanitarian actor but is 
likely to leave the country next year if the government does not change its mind 
and allow a new food and crop assessment survey. UNICEF carries out a mix of 
humanitarian and development work but has secured its position in the country by 
arguing that its work is geared towards development, not humanitarian assistance. 
The immediate issue for UN (and other) agencies is that while they are permitted 
by the government to engage in development work, the evidence suggests that there 
is very immediate and urgent need for very basic humanitarian assistance, including 
food aid. 

The underlying position of all the UN agencies is that, given the scale and scope 
of need in the DPRK, all its work has a humanitarian component and it is better 
to be doing something rather than nothing " which would be the effect if they left 
the country. Others have argued that the scale of humanitarian need is so great that 
to accept the government!s position that it does not require humanitarian assistance 
is to raise an ethical dilemma about the nature of the UN presence in the DPRK. 
If United Nation agencies are aware of unmet humanitarian needs on a large scale 
but are prevented from responding to them and if the government cannot and is 
not responding adequately are they colluding with that response and, if so, should 
they be? There are no straightforward answers to these dilemmas but even posing 
them provides a way of identifying the constant trade-offs made by humanitarian 
agencies working in the DPRK.

For those familiar with the DPRK yet unfamiliar with humanitarian work 
elsewhere internationally it is also worth staying that all humanitarian work in 
every country involves the sorts of trade-offs and compromises that are evident in 
the DPRK. International humanitarian work by its very nature involves working in 
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countries and with political authorities including governments that do not function 
effectively. Rarely is this because of a simple technical capacity deficit. 
Humanitarian agencies work in countries whose government, by and large, have 
large political problems and are highly sensitive to the opening up of those 
problems to international scrutiny to international organisations whose major donors 
include the great powers with which they may be in conflict. Most governments 
where humanitarian agencies work simply do not believe that humanitarian donors 
are disinterested altruists. Their view is that while humanitarian aid will clearly 
benefit poor people and who need it, the data gathered by humanitarian agencies 
working in the field " for example in support of needs and vulnerability 
assessments " can and may be used as a means of criticising and vilifying those 
governments.

 
The reasons for involvement

There remain controversies about the scale of need in the DPRK but best 
evidence continues to indicate gross food shortages in terms of national availability 
as well as difficulties for the population in accessing food. DPRK government crop 
production figures for 2007 to 2008 show a total cereal production figure of just 
over four and a half million metric tonnes. If this figure is correct it would 
indicate a shortage of gross available food at the national level by at least a half 
million tonnes at a level to ensure mere survival of the population " if more than 
mere survival was the criteria the more accurate figure for gross food shortages 
would be more like two to three million metric tonnes. These food shortages are 
spread throughout the country. Table two shows that few of the provinces of the 
DPRK recovered enough from the famine of the mid-1990s to offer anything more 
than survival rations to their populations " even if all the food produced in the 
provinces stayed in the province.
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Source: Figures derived from FAO, FAO worksheet on DPR Korea agriculture, 26 October 1999;
FAO, FAO/GIEWS Special Report on Korea DPR " 12 October 2001; FAO, FAO worksheet on 
DPR Korea agriculture , 16 October 2002; reproduced from Hazel Smith North Korea: Market 
opportunity, poverty and the provinces , in New Political Economy, Vol. 14, No. 3, June 2009.

 

Agricultural production shortages imply that the population must obtain food from 
imports. The issues arise as to whether or not government can or will supply food 
to make up for shortages and to what extent the population itself can access food 
through non-governmental channels. 

The government!s approach has been to encourage foreign investment to create 
jobs and growth and it has also at times solicited humanitarian food aid. The 
government has been much criticised for its non-import of food stuffs to make up 
for food shortages. Most non food imports, however, seem to be geared towards 
the energy, agriculture and industrial sectors " perhaps equally important in their 
contribution to medium term development. United Nations agencies have in general 
supported government strategies to resuscitate the economy but have also argued 
that there is plenty of evidence that the population continues to require food and 
other humanitarian assistance " with which numbers would die from malnutrition 
related disease.

The United Nations (and other) agencies certainly have sufficient evidence to 
indicate that sectors of the population are suffering from malnutrition. The two 
nutrition surveys of 2002 and 2004 indicate a stable pattern of malnutrition " 
affecting provinces differentially " but still affecting them all. Table 4 gives the 
extant information on the nutritional status of children under seven years in 2002 
and 2004 in terms of #wasting! that is low weight for height in children under 
seven. Data is available on nutritional status for both 2002 and 2004 for only 8 of 
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the 12 provinces therefore comparisons are restricted to these eight provinces. The 
table is based on data on the nutritional status of children under seven.

Source: Figures derived from Central Bureau of Statistics, February 2005 and Central Bureau of 
Statistics, 2002; reproduced from Hazel Smith North Korea : Market opportunity, poverty and the 
provinces , in New Political Economy, Vol. 14, No. 3, June 2009

 

Most surprisingly what seems to be occurring in the DPRK now is a turn in 
fortunes so that access to food is becoming a problem for farmers and their 
families who live in agriculturally productive areas. My own work has shown that 
South Hwanghae and North Hwanghae became the two worst off provinces in the 
country in terms of the relationship of nutritional status to agricultural 
self-sufficiency in the early 2000s. In other words the fact of living in a 
breadbaske tprovince was not as advantageous to the population as might have 
been presumed. Perhaps even more surprising results were that North Hamgyong, 
generally understood as the worst off province in the country in terms of 
agricultural self-sufficiency and the nutritional status of the population, fares better 
than the common knowledge would presume. My view is that these results are 
almost entirely a result of the society!s marketisation of the last fifteen to twenty 
years. Where the population can benefit from access to markets-as in the province 
of North Hamgyong which has relatively open borders with China"at least some 
can ameliorate the worst of poverty and food shortages. These findings indicate a 
very big problem with food accessibility as much as gross national availability.
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The agencies

The first UN agency to establish a resident presence in the DPRK was the 
UNDP in 1980. In response to famine new UN resident missions were established 
to organize and implement humanitarian assistance. WFP established an office in 
November 1995, UNICEF in January 1996, and the World Health Organization 
(WHO) in late 1997. By 2002, in-country international representation from the 
UNFPA, FAO were added and there were regular visiting missions from smaller 
UN agencies, for example IFAD.

The UN World Food programme provided very large amount of aid to the 
DPRK. Between 1995 and 2005 WFP allocated more than four million tonnes of 
commodities valued at US$1.7 billion to more than eight million North Koreans. 
The sheer scale of the operation made WFP the most influential UN agency in 
country and the WFP representative assumed the coordination role for the United 
Nations) as opposed to the UNDP representative who would normally coordinate 
UN activity in country).

 
Achievements

 
The United Nations has a lot to be proud of in its work in the DPRK. It has 

achieved and continues to achieve large gains in providing food, health and 
agricultural support to large numbers of the population.. This section of the paper 
can only give a snapshot of UN humanitarian activity in the DPRK as it would 
take a very large response indeed to review all the myriad of N activities that 
have taken place in the DPRK and that continues to take place. Nevertheless it is 
worth iterating some of this activity as the UN!s humanitarian work remains 
surprisingly unknown to the outside world.

At the height of the UN effort, WFP and other agencies were feeding eight 
million people a year in the DPRK. By 2004, the last year for which UNOCHA 
was permitted to carry out a comprehensive review of activities, WFP was still 
feeding 5.5 million people, mainly children, and pregnant and nursing women. WFP 
and UNICEF established local food production (LFP) factories that produced 
vitamin and mineral enriched blended food, biscuits and noodles that were made 
available to malnourished young children and pregnant and nursing women. WFP 
also supported dozens of small to medium scale agricultural rehabilitation projects " 
including irrigation and flood control and reforestation projects " employing 
sometimes thousands of women and men on single projects. What is also little 
known is that WFP has continued to work in the DPRK since the government 
insisted that #humanitarian! work was no longer necessary in 2005. In early 2009 
for example the WFP was reporting that it had fed two million people. This was 
in the context of not having achieved its target if feeding over six million people 
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but nevertheless these figures indicate a very large food aid programme indeed.
UNICEF and WHO have continued to provide very substantial support to the 

government in a variety of areas " most consistently and successfully in the regular 
vaccination campaigns. This support continues on national basis " even tough the 
government has restricted access for humanitarian agencies to some geographical 
areas. In 2008 for example UNICEF supported the immunisation of 400,000 
children; a second dose of measles was introduced nationwide for all children aged 
15 months; 96 per cent of pregnant women received tetanus toxoid vaccine and 
during the two #Child Health Days!, 95 per cent of the over 2 million children 
under age five in DPRK received Vitamin A and deworming tablets.

WHO worked also on controlling the spread of and treating TB and malaria. The 
WHO sponsored DOTS program (for dealing with TB) reached 100% coverage of 
the country at the end of 2003 with 52,591 cases of TB diagnosed and treated for 
tuberculosis under that program in 2003. WHO estimated that about 30% of the 
people treated would have died within five years without treatment. In 2004, the 
DOTS programme covered 52281 people and about 80% were cured. Who also 
reported more than an 85 % reduction of the reported malaria cases during the 
period 2001-2003 - from 38,920 malaria cases in 2003, to 33803 in 2004 and 
11507 in 2005. WHO was the lead international agency supporting the national 
malaria program with anti-malaria drugs, microscopes and other laboratory 
equipment, impregnated bed nets and technical assistance and training. 

All the United Nations agencies have also over the years attempted some form of 
#relief to development! contextual programming of humanitarian assistance. Training 
or #capacity-building! have been incorporated into assistance programmes and UN 
agencies have produced information materials ranging from leaflets to TV 
#informercials! informing citizens and officials about aspects of health, education 
and food hygiene for instance. Major achievements in the United Nations aid effort 
can best be understood as deriving from very classical forms of humanitarian 
assistance delivery of basic food and health programmes that help sustain life and 
alleviate suffering.

 
Mistakes

United Nations agencies have on the whole largely failed in contributing to 
systematic development in the DPRK. This is not all or even primarily their fault. 
Reasons for failure include the inability and/ or unwillingness of the DPRK 
government to embrace a full scale development programme which would have 
entailed opening up the economy to outside scrutiny and also some political 
liberalisation; a reluctance from foreign private and public sources of capital to 
invest in the country; the ongoing political and security crises which have made all 
sorts of planning very difficult; and the lack of resources made available to them 
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from any donor for even small-scale ventures that could contribute to supporting 
the DPRK government in economic development. A particularly shameful 
contributory factor is Western, including the United States, the UK and other 
government refusal to fund education programmes for DPRK citizens abroad after 
the DPRK government agreed to send its citizens abroad if funding could be 
obtained.

All the humanitarian agencies working in the DPRK, including the United 
Nations agencies, as well as bilaterals, Red Cross, NGOs) have made mistakes. 
There were three major and interrelated causes of these mistakes. The first was the 
inability of UN agencies (and) to resolve the assistance/ protection dilemma. Second 
was their collective inability to withstand the politicisation agenda of the aid effort 
by major western doors, especially the United States government. Third were the 
institutional failures common to humanitarian organisation activity in humanitarian 
work everywhere in the world.

 
The irresolvable assistance/ protection dilemma

Again perhaps not commonly realised is that United Nations (and other) 
humanitarian agencies have responsibilities and duties beyond that of the simple 
delivery of aid and these are integral to the missions and institutionally and legally 
embedded in their mandates. Perhaps the most significant of these responsibilities is 
the protection mandate. It is worth while here repeating what the ICRC (and the 
international humanitarian community) understands by protection " partly because 
this side of humanitarian agency mandates is so little understood.

 
#The concept of protection encompasses all activities aimed obtaining full respect 

for the rights of the individual in accordance with the letter and spirit of relevant 
bodies of law (human rights, humanitarian and refugee law). Human rights and 
humanitarian actors shall conduct these activities impartially and not on the basis of 
race, national, or ethnic origin, language or gender.! (From an ICRC workshop, 
January 1999.) 

 
In summary then, the role of humanitarian agencies is to support international 

human rights law as well as to deliver assistance. In the DPRK this meant that 
humanitarian agencies, as in every country in the world, were supposed to try to 
counter human rights abuse as well as to provide assistance to those who needed 
it. As everywhere else in the world, humanitarian agencies working with a 
government that most of the world found to be a congenital abuser of human 
rights, could not find ways to both carry out their assistance role and to carry out 
the protection mandate. It should be noted at the outset at no agency working in 
any country in the world has yet found the way to completely resolve this 
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dilemma. In the DPRK, however, the country was and is so opaque and the 
international criticisms of the DPRK government!s human rights record both 
ongoing and voluble that the agencies were forced to constantly try to account for 
why they continued with the assistance part of the mandate if they could not 
guarantee that they had any influence over the government in carrying out their 
protection duties. 

Each agency responded to this dilemma in their own way. A very tiny minority 
of NGOs decided they could no longer work in the country and left between 1998 
and 2001. Some argued for the pragmatic option " that they were saving lives and 
had some, however limited, influence on some government norms. The United 
Nations agencies responded in diverse ways " which changed over time and could 
be because of a change in country director, a change n the international political 
environment or as a result of governmental pressures " or a combination of all 
these factors.

At some periods UN agencies could be understood as acting as #norm 
entrepeneurs! in their introduction of #good practices! in aid modalities " thus 
attempting to skew government policy in the direction of #protection! priorities. A 
fairly sustained attempt in this direction was made with continued efforts to discuss 
with the governments sets of humanitarian principles for agencies operating in the 
country. These were worked out with DPRK officials and were issued in November 
1998, and amended in April 1999 and March 2001. These principles insisted that 
the government should provide:

ß± knowledge about the overall humanitarian situation in the country according 

to assessed needs

ß± assurance that humanitarian assistance reaches sectors of the population in 

greatest need

ß± access for assessment, monitoring, and evaluation

ß± distribution of assistance only to areas where access is granted

ß± protection of the humanitarian interests of the population

ß± support to local capacity building

ß± beneficiary participation in program planning and implementation

ß± adequate capacity in terms of international staff

ß± acceptable health and safety procedures to meet the needs of the 

international humanitarian community.

 
United Nations agencies largely found the protection/ assistance dilemma 

insoluble. This is so in many countries in which UN agencies work. Rather than 
celebrate the good done, however, " the people fed, the malaria and TB patients 
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helped, the children vaccinated - and also explain the enormous difficulties facing any 
humanitarian agency working in any non-democratic and authoritarian government 
anywhere in the world, the UN agencies gave up on the task of explaining their 
difficulties to donors and the international media. In so doing the UN agencies 
were also largely silent on their achievements. It was as though a collective 
decision was taken that to admit any success in the DPRK was tantamount to 
saying that the UN agencies did not fully understand that at the same time human 
rights questions remained unanswered and that large humanitarian nee remained. 
The mistake was not that the protection/ assistance dilemma was not resolved " it 
isn!t anywhere in the world. Instead the mistake was to give up on trying to 
explain to a sceptical world that in the DPRK some achievements had been made.

 
Inability to withstand the politicisation agenda

 
The UN agencies cannot be blamed for the politicisation of the aid effort to the 

DPRK. The political context in which the UN worked in the meant that the United 
Nations humanitarian agencies seemed sometimes to be blamed for all the ills that 
afflicted the DPRK " including not bringing democracy, human rights (and 
probably apple pie) to the DPRK. This was a task that had not been achieved by 
even the world!s greatest and most powerful states so it was somewhat 
unreasonable that UN agencies were often deemed culpable of failing to achieve 
these goals for North Korean citizens. Where they can be faulted is in their 
occasional contribution to politicisation and, more importantly, also to their inability 
to deal with consequences of politicisation in defence of their institutional 
mandates. 

On the whole it was not UN agencies which inserted the aid effort in political 
and security policy circles. It was instead largely the NGOs of different countries " 
for diverse motives ranging from peace-support to war-support " used the aid effort 
as a way to bring back to home capitals information about the DPRK. The DPRK 
government was aware of this activity and deeply resented it. 

UN agencies with their vast experience world wide of balancing donor, recipient 
government and beneficiary interests tended to be used to confining reporting to 
technical or directly #humanitarian! aspects of their activities " and so were 
institutionally geared to avoiding #political! interventions on the DPRK. In the 
DPRK however the UN agencies became over-defensive to the extent that it 
became counter productive for the agencies themselves. One of the reasons for such 
high levels of caution was that the agencies were attempting to carry out their 
mandates in the context of an extremely high visibility operation characterised by 
politicised donor interests, a largely uninformed and sensationalist world!s press 
pressure for #facts! to fit a preconceived story; and the DPRK government!s 
suspicions of UN activities.
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One example of over-caution displayed was in relationship to WFP reporting. 
When the ability of the WFP to engage in effective monitoring of aid activity 
became an issue in major power political circles, the WFP responded by agreeing 
that there were some problems but did not on the whole respond in the context of 
demonstrating and actively defending the rather large achievements that it had 
made. WFP achievements included the carrying out around 500 separate visits every 
month to individuals and institutions throughout the country " a stupendous amount 
of access in comparative historical and absolute terms. Instead WFP stressed its 
failures at not reaching some parts of the country. In so doing WFP undermined 
its own case to an audience that had no concept of how enormous and historically 
important and

unprecedented were WFP access arrangements in the DPRK such that for the 
first time in the DPRK!s history, outsiders could now understand a little of the 
reality of DPRK society.

WFP was not the mainly agency that ended with an over cautious approach to 
its work in the DPRK such as to perhaps contradict its mission. UNICEF, which 
has a major fund raising centre in Japan, took a policy decision not to raise the 
DPRK operation as a focus for fund raising in Japan, despite the fact that the 
DPRK humanitarian emergency was of major concern to UNICEF and was 
occurring in a very close geographical proximity to Japan. UNICEF seemed to be 
concerned that Japanese donors would stop funding other UNICEF activity 
worldwide because the vitriol in the Japanese press towards the DPRK did not 
distinguish between the DPRK government and the DPRK population. Rather than 
take the difficult step of explaining the difference and advocating support for North 
Korean children"who were dying of malnutrition just eight hundred miles from 
Tokyo-UNICEF allowed the politicisation agenda to overwhelm the humanitarian 
agenda and did not campaign specifically on behalf of North Korean children in 
Japan.

The default option on UN agency reporting on their activity was extreme caution 
and over-large conditionality. This over cautious approach extended to a policy of 
not sharing information sharing - best exemplified by WFP!s approach to 
information-sharing. WFP has now a decade!s worth of very solid, detailed 
socioeconomic information on most counties in almost all provinces yet has not 
shared even a part of the information with the rest of the world arguing that it is 
#sensitive!.

 
Institutional failings

 
There has been in recent years an increasing concern about the negative spill 

over effects of international organisations and non-governmental organisations 
working in poor countries. These concerns range from inadvertent support for 
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parallel economies or #black markets!; to use of prostitutes. In addition some local 
populations are uncomfortable with the high visibility of relatively well-paid employees 
of international organisations and NGOs inevitably are living lives involving for 
example regular foreign travel, access to hard currency, accommodation in hotels 
and heated, well-lit, comfortable apartments - that can only be dreamt of by the 
people with whom they are most in contact. In addition humanitarian organisations 
do not have a good track record on training staff before deployment to a field 
position " with it being the norm rather an the exception for field staff to have 
zero cultural introduction to field work prior to deployment to an emergency or 
humanitarian mission.

In the DPRK similar spill over effects to those that have been noticed in other 
parts of the world exist. Humanitarian officials regularly engage in non-official 
market currency transactions because official exchange rates are out of line with 
real exchange rates. The problem is that these currency exchanges are not only 
nonofficial but also non-legal in the DPRK. A small minority of humanitarian 
officials have engaged in sexual relations with North Korean women in exchange 
for food and money. Of course not all humanitarian officials engage in these 
practices but when they do these activities are known to the DPRK authorities and 
they inevitably bring those officials into disrepute and diminish their negotiating 
capacity on behalf of the agencies they represent.

One of the consequences of poor training and preparation for missions has been 
a tendency to treat North Korean counterparts as if they were uneducated and in a 
patronising manner. It is true of course that most North Koreans have no direct 
hands on experience of the West. It is another matter to assume lack of education 
or ignorance. The most vivid examples of these often unthinking assumptions is 
that North Korean counterparts (not all but a significant number) working in UN 
agencies such as WFP or UNICEF might speak a number of different languages 
fluently and hold advanced degrees. These North Korean officials would be 
sometimes treated as if they were somehow less capable than an inexperienced new 
international worker who may only speak English and have a less extensive 
education. Such attitudes inevitably caused resentment. 

In terms of the UN agencies, in the early years of the operation the agencies 
tended to send their most experienced workers as the DPRK was considered such 
an unknown quantity and UN agency leaderships were often personally involved in 
selection of staff for the DPRK postings. As the DPRK posting became more 
routinised, staff recruitment followed the standard operating procedures of all the 
agencies, resulting in a varied cross-section of ability and experience in terms of 
staff postings. As in any organisation officials varied in terms of the ability to do 
the job effectively. The ancillary problem of lack of institutional memory was also 
instrumental in diminishing efficacy of the operations.
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Conclusion
 
The United Nations agencies made large if underreported achievements in the 

DPRK. They were also beset by the problems facing every foreign agency (from 
military to humanitarian agency) that ever works in poor countries. It was not the 
fault of the agencies that they could not resolve their assistance/protection dilemma 
as this is not resolved in any country in the world where humanitarian actors 
operate. Institutional failings that occurred in the DPRK were also symptomatic of 
humanitarian operations elsewhere in the world and it would be unrealistic to think 
that only in the DPRK could these institutional failings have been avoided. It is 
however reasonable to argue that leading UN humanitarian agencies might have 
overcome the pusillanimity that characterised their relations with donors to challenge 
the politicisation of the humanitarian agenda in the DPRK to gain needed 
assistance for the hungry and the vulnerable in the DPRK.
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