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The United States Humanitarian Experience in the DP RK, 
1996 to 2009 - U.S. NGOs, the U.S. Administration a nd Congress

Karin J. Lee 
November 16, 2009

Draft – not to be quoted without the author’s permission

Please let me express my thanks to the Korean Sharing Movement, the Friedrich 
Ebert Stiftung (FES), the Korea Institute for National Unification (KINU), and 
Gyeonggi Province for inviting me to participate in this conference. Those of us 
who are concerned about human security in the DPRK have long wished to have 
an opportunity to, once again, exchange views and experiences, best practices and 
hopes for the future.  

As most of you know, I am not a humanitarian expert. We are missing the 
majority of the experts from U.S. NGOs today because Thursday is a U.S. holiday. 
Therefore, here I am, a policy wonk or maybe a >›.â*^�G[chek bul le] who, when 
speaking about humanitarian generalities in the DPRK can impress the layperson, 
but who will be unable to fool true experts such as yourselves.1)

In addition to wishing we had a few more experts from the U.S. with us, I 
share the regret that we are not joined today by our North Korean colleagues. Our 
colleagues from the DPRK have worked extraordinarily hard in addressing food 
shortages in their country and they are the key to any longßŸterm solution. Our past 
conferences have been peppered with references to the &next time,' when our 
DPRK colleagues will participate. I hope finally at the conclusion of this 
conference we will make this a primary goal and focus considerable attention on 
reaching it. 

For this talk, I have divided the US experience into three overlapping phases:  
1996ßŸ2004; 2004 through 2007 and 2007 through 2009. As you will see, this is in 
part a story of Congressional influence on USßŸfunded humanitarian programming in 
the DPRK. Phases I and II are both fairly familiar to this audience, but I will 
touch on them chiefly to provide context for Phase III, in which the U.S. 
government attempted to expand food aid, with limited success and an unfortunate 
ending. I will conclude with the current atmosphere in Washington, DC and an 
attempt to assess future U.S. government and NGO involvement. 

1) Please note that in deference to my colleagues with programs on the ground, all references to U.S. 
NGO programming are taken only from previously published or currently posted sources. Therefore some 
interesting aspects of U.S. NGO work were not included " apologies for what might seem like oversight 
of some terrific work* 
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Phase I ! 1996 through 2004

Most U.S. NGOs working in the DPRK today began working in North Korea in 
1995 and 1996, soon after the Democratic People!s Republic of Korea made its 
first appeal for international assistance. As shown in the chart in the appendix, 
U.S. government humanitarian assistance to the DPRK began modestly in 1996 
with a contribution of 19,500 metric tons (MT) of food aid in response to reports 
of severe flooding.1) Food aid increased dramatically the following year, and 
continued at high levels through 2004. Despite the dropßŸoff in aid beginning in 
2004, the United States remained the largest contributor to the World Food 
Program. However, the biggest source of food aid to the DPRK is bilateral 
assistance from the People!s Republic of China and the Republic of Korea.2) 

The types of challenges faced by the WFP, U.S.NGOs and other NGOs are wellßŸ
known, and I will not review them here.2) In 1997, US NGOs formed a Private 
Voluntary Organization Consortium (PVOC) in order to facilitate monitoring of U.S. 
government food assistance.3) Although 90% of U.S. government food assistance 
was contributed via the World Food Program,3) the years of the PVOC overlapped 
with the years of the highest level of U.S. assistance. The PVOC also 
corresponded with the period during which the greatest number of U.S. NGOs were 
active.  

InßŸcountry organization by NGOs is not uncommon. When they work well, 
organizing bodies share resources and information and reduce or eliminate 
duplication of effort and aid. In the case of the DPRK, the PVOC might have also 
hoped to increase NGO negotiating power. As a group, the PVOC represented 
considerable resources, and, perhaps, more leverage. Other organizing initiatives 
among humanitarian agencies took place during this period. For example, following 
the departure of Médecins sans Frontières (MSF) in 1998, remaining NGOs issued 
a &Common Humanitarian Action Plan' as well as a &Consensus Statement.'4) The 
Consensus Statement outlined the &humanitarian principles' required to implement 
the Action Plan, and stated that &All organizations providing humanitarian assistance 
to the DPRK are urged to similarly support these principles.' TwentyßŸeight NGOs 
and multilateral agencies signed the Statement, including the five US NGOs 
associated with the PVOC.   

2) For an excellent review of this topic, see Edward P. Reed, &The Role of International Aid Organizations 
in the Development of North Korea: Experience and Prospects. (Asian Perspective, Vol. 29, No. 3, 2005, 
pp. 51ßŸ72.)

3) The PVOC initially received USG food aid that had been donated to the WFP. Beginning in 1999, it 
received food aid directly from the U.S. government, considered to be the first bilateral food assistance 
provided by the United States. However, the food was still delivered with PVOC monitoring and 
oversight, not transferred directly to the DPRK government without donor oversight. 
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During the PVOC era, U.S. NGOs were able to place KoreanßŸspeaking monitors 
in the DPRK. In addition, visas were granted for months at a time, rather than 
weeks. And NGOs were able to point to improvements in monitoring protocols. 
The PVOC was laid down in 20005) at the conclusion of the innovative and 
challenging potato seed project; I!ll touch on this project further during the 
discussion of &Phase II.' 

As the century turned, the number of U.S. NGOs active in the DPRK began to 
dwindle. Some left saying there was no &humanitarian space' to work effectively in 
the DPRK and others left as it became more difficult to secure funding. The ones 
that stayed forged very effective programs over time. Early assistance included 
relief and medical supplies. As time went on, NGOs became involved in more 
diverse activities such as support to farming (plastic sheeting, fertilizer, seeds, and, 
eventually, farming equipment such as threshers, and tractors and trucks to bring 
food to market) as well as investments in food production such as aquaculture or 
fish farming.  

Most successful U.S. NGOs found niches, often drawing on strengths associated 
with their own organizations. For example, the American Friends Service 
Committee focused on research to improve high yield sustainable farming that 
includes crop rotation and coverßŸcrops for increasing soil fertility, doubleßŸcropping, 
seeders for improving germination rates, as well as threshers to decrease postßŸ
harvest losses and irrigation pumps and sprinklers.6) The Eugene Bell Foundation 
and Christian Friends of Korea focused on aiding TB patients7) and Mercy Corps, 
headquartered in orchardßŸrich Oregon, began an apple tree project in 2000.8) Most 
NGOs added an &exchange' component to their work " bringing delegations of 
North Koreans to the United States for technical trainings and meetings with 
appropriate academic and technical experts. Such study tours enhanced agricultural 
assistance and medical assistance programs in the DPRK, as well as helped to 
bridge gaps in DPRK understanding of US approaches and visa versa.4) 

Before moving on to the discussion of phase II, I!d like to turn back to the 
topic of monitoring tensions, since I think they set the stage for US government 
assistance in Phase III. However, rather than describe the content of the challenges, 
I!d like to review different theories regarding their cause. In earlier papers9) I have 
presented four plausible reasons for the tensions over monitoring, which I will 
summarize briefly here. 

4) For a comprehensive overview of agricultural or knowledgeßŸsharing programs with the DPRK, see 
&The Knowledge Sharing Experience in Agriculture,' by Dr. Randall Ireson, November 2007 (Available 
at http://www.ncnk.org/resources/publications/Ireson_KS_paper_Nov_07.doc/file_view).
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Multilateral vs. Bilateral Assistance: Before largeßŸscale humanitarian assistance 
began in 1996, the DPRK had been a recipient of bilateral assistance from China 
and the Soviet Union.10) This assistance could be used at the North Korean 
government!s discretion; there were no &designated recipients,' as there are in food 
aid programs. When the DPRK first asked the United States for food, they asked 
that it be governmentßŸtoßŸgovernment, even naming the legislation under which such 
aid is donated.11) But the aid was not bilateral. Instead, US assistance was 
delivered through the WFP, assisted by the PVOC. The requirement that food be 
delivered according to humanitarian criteria, and that it be used solely for those 
populations determined to be most at risk, was brand new to the DPRK. Early 
conflict over the purposes and uses of food aid might reasonably have been 
expected. 

Learning Curve and Relationships

Humanitarian agencies and the DPRK needed to learn how to work together and 
understand one another!s cultures. Food monitors needed to learn about North 
Korean culture, which was counter to humanitarian agency culture. From past 
experiences, humanitarian agencies have determined that tensions and mistakes can 
arise when staff of relatively powerful and wealthy countries work in countries 
where they have little understanding of the society and culture. In response, UN agencies 
and most NGOs have established protocols that include onßŸgoing consultations and 
cooperation with the individual communities served. It is believed that information 
and collaboration increase understanding on both sides and improve program 
execution. As is typical in societies and cultures that value individual agency, 
NGOs in particular tend to want to gather that information and promote that 
collaboration at the community rather than, or at least in addition to, the 
government level. US NGOs as well as NGOS from other countries may prefer or 
insist on faceßŸtoßŸface communication with individual aid recipients; medical NGOs 
in particular may want direct contact with patients rather than providing medical 
inputs without oversight. In the U.S, where the rights of the individual were 
enshrined in the Declaration of Independence, we are particularly blind to our bias 
toward individual agency and empowerment.  Ironically, these lessons learned from 
experiences elsewhere were culturally at odds in the DPRK. Asian culture values 
the community over the individual, and the DPRK is a culture where sharing 
information is uncommon and data collection for humanitarian purposes is rare. 
Furthermore, coalitions may require different branches of government that don!t 
normally work together to communicate or collaborate, which would also be 
counter to DPRK culture. 

�`�_



U.S. aid agencies also needed to learn about the formation of relationships. This 
argument draws from the perspective that in Korean culture " North and South " 
relationships and oral agreements are as important, or even more important than 
written agreements.12)   

Conflating the Humanitarian and Political Motives: Another perspective builds 
on the perception that food was given for a combination of humanitarian and 
political motives, and that the political motives weakened the humanitarian rationale. 
Stephan Haggard and Marcus Noland hypothesize that all food assistance given 
during the Clinton administration was linked to their policy of engagement, to the 
point that food was given in exchange for North Korean political concessions, 
including attending meetings. They claim that there were &food for meeting' or 
&food for inspection' quid pro quos in at least eight cases.5)

It is interesting to note that the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) 
has played a role in the development of this argument. A 1999 GAO report notes 
that after objections from the U.S. Department of State and USAID to an earlier 
draft of the report, +We have revised the report, based on State and USAID 
comments, to explicitly state the official U.S. position that there is no linkage 
between food donations and overall national security goals in North Korea.+13) 
However, the accusation remained. Despite the revision to the 1999 report, a 2002 
GAO report on general U.S. assistance states that food aid to the DPRK +continued 
in part because State believed the donations might improve bilateral relations.+14) 6)

Some NGO staff, implicitly agreeing with Haggard and Noland, have commented 
that in retrospect, it was challenging to implement a monitoring system that met 
international standards in part because of the multiple purposes (or conflicting 
views of the purpose) of U.S. food aid. According to this argument, the US 

5) Stephan Haggard and Marcus Noland, Famine in North Korea: Markets, Aid and Reform (Columbia 
University Press: 2007); pp. 130ßŸ136. Haggard and Noland also say that the Bush administration 
attempted to use food in a quidßŸproßŸquo for political concessions, but that they were unable to do so.  

6) Such quibbling between the GAO and USAID occurs in a 2000 report on the potato seed project (&US 
Food Aid to the DPRK has Mixed Results, NSIADßŸ00ßŸ175 June 15, 2000, 
http://www.gao.gov/archive/2000/ns00175.pdf). For example, GAO states that the NGO feasibility team had 
advised that the seed potatoes be planted in cool climates. The DRPK requested that the seed potatoes 
be planted in Kangwon, which, according to GAO, the feasibility team had judged to be a #tropical 
climate,! which would raise the risk of disease. The GAO report states that &According to records, the 
feasibility team was told that failure to accept the North Koran Government!s request that the potatoes 
be planted in Kangwon Province would jeopardize the agreements between North Korea and the United 
States.'(Ibid, p. 22) In a letter to GAO regarding a draft of the report, USAID doesn!t dispute the 
DPRK!s preference for Kangwon. However, they do challenge the characterization of Kangwon as 
&tropical' and unsuitable, pointing to a successful potato yield in Kangwon produced during a season 
when there had been no typhoon. (Ibid, p. 60). However, despite USAID!s objections the characterization 
and accusation remains in the final GAO report.
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government gave food aid in order to do the following: 1) to meet humanitarian 
needs; 2) to create good will and 3) as an incentive to the DPRK to participate in 
negotiations. In this framing of US food aid, the DPRK hypothetically considered 
that the food was given as a quid pro quo for a DPRK concession and therefore it 
was not reasonable to expect the DPRK to give it only to &intended beneficiaries' 
under a strict monitoring regime. Thus it was difficult for NGOs and the WFP to 
achieve better monitoring standards: the DPRK was unwilling to improve the terms 
of the delivery of assistance when the requisite nonßŸhumanitarian conditions (for 
example, attending a meeting or allowing the inspection of a suspected nuclear site) 
had already been met.15) 

Resisting U.S. Political Motives: Dr. Mika Aaltola contends that the food aid 
offered by the United States was politically motivated, and given in order to 
weaken the image of the DPRK government in the eyes of its citizens as the allßŸ
powerful beneficent provider of food.16) Arguing that food aid in general is used as 
a &propaganda tool' inside famineßŸ�Gstricken states, Aaltola uses this hypothetical US 
motivation to explain and justify DPRK resistance to monitoring efforts. In the 
DPRK case, the donors! insistence on monitoring, as well as requiring bags of aid 
to be printed with the flag of the donors! countries, was politically motivated, in 
part to drive home the strength of the donor governments and the weakness the 
DPRK government. He frames diversion " which he calls theft " as a defensive 
and understandable measure practiced by the recipient government to diminish the 
political impact of the gift, arguing that diversion would allow the DPRK to 
&conceal the relationship between donated food and the food distributed among its 
population.17)

Phase II: The disappearance of USG assistance and deepening of 
remaining NGO relationships

It is difficult to pinpoint when my proposed &Phase I' of the U.S. government 
and NGO experience in the DPRK ends and &Phase II' " diminished U.S. 
assistance ßŸßŸ�Gbegins. Although the level of food aid didn!t dip until 2003 and drop until 
2005, already by the late 1990s, Congress began to question the implementation of 
the USAID/WFP programs, so in a sense the beginning of Phase II began with 
these Congressional challenges at the turn of the century.7) 

One way Congress demonstrated its concern was by requesting that the U.S. 

7) Critics of the Agreed Framework were at the forefront of challenges to food assistance to the DPRK. 
For more information on congressional responses to US food aid to North Korea, see Karin Lee and 
Adam Miles, +North Korea on Capitol Hill+ in John Feffer, ed., The Future of U.S.ßŸKorean Relations: 
The Imbalance of Power (New York: Routledge, 2006), pp. 160ßŸ178.
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Government Accountability Office (GAO) review the implementation of USAID 
programs in the DPRK. In response to a request from the House Committee on 
International Affairs, the GAO produced the aboveßŸmentioned report on the food aid 
program in October 1999. Titled &North Korean Constraints Limit Food Aid 
Monitoring,'18) the report states that since the North Korean government &has 
denied the World Food Program full access to the food distribution chain and has 
not provided required reports on food use. The World Food Program cannot be 
sure it is accurately reporting on where U.S. governmentßŸdonated food aid is being 
distributed in North Korea.'19)  

The GAO made three recommendations for improving WFP program 
accountability in the DPRK. According to the GAO website, in a May 2000 letter 
the U.S. Department of State indicated that two of these recommendations had been 
implemented.20) First, the US Mission to the UN in Geneva emphasized to the 
North Korean representative to the U.N. Agencies for Food and Agriculture +the 
importance of meeting its commitments agreed to in agreements with WFP, 
including granting WFP staff improved access to track and monitor WFP food 
donations and providing required audit reports in a timely fashion.+ Second, at 
State Department request, the WFP was providing +ample reporting+ on the USAIDßŸ
donated food. However, the third recommendation was not implemented. GAO had 
recommended that if monitoring standards did not improve, then +the Secretary of 
State should consider whether a change in U.S. policy on food aid operations in 
North Korea may be appropriate.+ According to GAO, the State Department did not 
even respond to this recommendation in their letter &given the sensitivity and 
complexity of overall U.S. policy towards North Korea.'  

In 2000, at Congress!s request, GAO also produced the aboveßŸmentioned report 
on the seed potato project.21) The project, which was implemented by the PVOC, 
had two components. The first, a seed potato project, was to have provided seed 
potatoes over the course of two years in order to increase potato production. The 
second component was a &food for work' project in which 100,000 metric tons of 
food aid would be given to laborers participating in a range of rehabilitation 
activities, including &watershed management, irrigation construction, reforestation, 
land leveling, and building of access roads to agricultural areas.'22) The PVOC 
covered about 60% of the costs through private funding sources; the remaining 
40% was covered by the Office of Overseas Development Assistance and USAID. 
The seed potato project was considered the first US funded &development' project.

The foodßŸforßŸwork program, while encountering some friction on visas, monitoring 
and disputes over how the food would be used, was deemed largely successful. 
Food was distributed to nearly 2.4 million North Koreans working on 176 projects. 
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However, the seed potato project was deemed only partially successful. The firstßŸ
year yield was a quarter to a third of what might have been harvested in the best 
of all possible conditions. According to GAO, the reasons included but were not 
limited to planting late in the season, inability to staff/secure visas in time to 
adequately support the project, inadequate storage, disagreements between the 
consortium and DPRK counterparts over the best location for planting the potatoes 
and bad weather. Both USAID and the PVOC weigh the bad weather more heavily 
than GAO in ranking the reasons for the bad harvest, pointing out that an 
assessment made during a preßŸtyphoon site visit predicted a good harvest. The 
project was suspended in its second year after the DPRK proposed shifting 
resources to technology that would support potato propagation.  

The GAO report recommendations for a future seed potato project are technically 
specific, addressing such issues as the timing of the planting and the availability of 
a potato expert inßŸcountry. However, the recommendations for future foodßŸforßŸwork 
projects are more general and relevant to any future programs in the DPRK: 
ensuring provision of visas for NGO staff for the duration of the program; 
requiring that no food aid arrives until after assessments take place and projects 
have been approved; and ensuring that &Consortium personnel have greater access 
to local government officials for the purpose of cooperatively identifying and 
developing project proposals based on local needs and conditions, and the team is 
guaranteed access to project sites and associated food distribution centers on shortßŸ
notice and provided schedules for distributing the foodßŸforßŸwork food aid.'23) 

As will be seen below, the 2000 GAO report recommendations were in fact 
largely implemented during Phase III food aid assistance. Yet there was no 
immediate impact on U.S. food aid. The US provided 350,000 metric tons in 2001 
and 207,000 metric tons in 2002, delivered solely by the WFP. Then, in 2002, the 
U.S. government announced that the provision of further food aid to the DPRK 
would linked to the quality of monitoring, citing the availability of food supplies 
and competing needs in other countries as additional factors under consideration. 
US food aid dropped to 40,200 MT tons in 2003, and rose temporarily to 110,000 
MTs in 2004. 

Meanwhile, Congress passed legislation that in part addressed their concerns about 
the monitoring of food aid contributed to the DPRK. The North Korean Human 
Rights Act (NKHRA), which became law in October 2004, contained a #Sense of 
Congress! provision declaring that &significant increases above current levels of 
United States support for humanitarian assistance provided inside North Korea 
should be conditioned upon substantial improvements in transparency, monitoring, 
and access to vulnerable populations throughout North Korea.'8) 24) Although this 
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provision had no legal force, food aid dropped to 25,000 MT in 2005, and no US 
food aid was delivered in 2006 and 2007. Other forces were also in play. Food 
production in the DPRK during these years improved, and ROK bilateral assistance 
met some of the food gap. At the end of 2005, the DPRK said they no longer 
needed humanitarian assistance. WFP aid dropped significantly and WFP staff were 
cut accordingly. 

After the dissolution of the PVOC in 2000, some agencies such as World Vision25) 
and Christian Friends of Korea26) continued to provide food aid. Yet &Phase II,' 
which I have defined as a period of declining U.S. government assistance, 
corresponds with robust program development for the U.S. NGOs that remained 
active in the DPRK.9) For example, the Mercy Corps Apple Project began in 2000. 
In 2003 Agglobe International Incorporated began working to improve productivity on 
cooperative farms at four &model villages,' one of the first community development 
projects.27) In 2005, Eugene Bell began expanding its work on TB to include general 
medicine by providing diagnostic and operating room equipment to local hospitals.28) 
And during this era, Christian Friends of Korea began providing plastic sheeting for 
greenhouses to provide fresh vegetables for the clinics where it was already 
providing TB medicines.29)  In 2006, World Vision International (WVI) began a 
community development project when North Hwanghae Province was designated as a 
&World Vision International humanitarian zone' WVI began a project in DochißŸri in 
Yongtan County. 30) WVI has provided this community of 12,000 with an organic 
fertilizer plant, a potable water and sanitation system, a bakery and a soymilk 
processing facility. WVI has also made improvements to the clinic, provided solar 
generators to the school, the clinic and the home of the village engineer.  

During this period of US government contraction of activities and the expansion 
of activities of the remaining NGOs, there was communication among the NGOs. 

Phase III: Renewed U.S. Government Assistance

In 2007 incessant rains in North Korea led to wideßŸspread flooding, and loss of 
homes and crops, raising fears of waterßŸborne infectious diseases. Over $72 million 
dollars was provided in assistance, the majority by the ROK. The U.S. government 

8) &Sense of Congress' resolutions or language in legislation reflects Congress!s opinion without requiring 
the administration to act in a certain way (or preventing it from taking a certain action.). Such 
resolutions are used when Congress wants to send a strong message, while still preserving the ability for 
the President to act as the situation demands. However, such resolutions may become actual laws if the 
situation targeted by the resolution doesn!t improve.

9) Please note, again, that there are many more examples of exciting program developments, but they have 
not yet been published or are not currently posted on NGO websites. Out of respect for my colleagues, 
they are not discussed here.
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provided an initial response of $100,000, which was used by U.S. NGOs Mercy 
Corps and Samaritan<s Purse to provide antibiotics. That August, the State 
Department issued a press release stating that the U.S. government is +prepared to 
engage with North Korean officials on arrangements for a significant food aid 
package.+10)  

At first the DPRK did not respond. However, negotiations took place in 2008 
between US officials from USAID, the National Security Council and the 
Department of State, and the DPRK Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Agreement was 
eventually reached on a protocol to deliver 500,000 MTs of food assistance over a 
12 month period, 400,000 MT through the WFP and the remaining 100,000 MT 
through a new US NGO consortium. In the words of one NGO leader, the &ground
ßŸbreaking protocol served to significantly normalize humanitarian assistance 
programs.'11)  

The 2008/2009 U.S. government food aid program could be considered a model 
of a program design based on &lessons learned.' Looking back at the &plausible 
reasons' identified in the first section of this paper, all possible reasons for 
monitoring difficulties were addressed in this phase. First of all, U.S. government 
and DPRK representatives spent hours discussing the nature of the food assistance. 
Although some may have considered the food aid to be distributed by the U.S. 
NGOs to be &bilateral,' the negotiations made it clear that the aid would be 
distributed on the basis of humanitarian criteria.  

Secondly, every NGO in this most recent consortium (called USNGOs) had 10 to 
12 years of experience working in the DPRK. This provided the NGO leadership 
(the &Leadership Council') with a deep, hardßŸwon understanding of how to work 
with North Korean partners and a commitment to making the program successful. 
These longßŸstanding relationships provided a basis of trust for the DPRK 
counterparts. Furthermore, the NGOs made a commitment to one another to work inside 
the DPRK as a cohesive unit and to make decisions jointly about implementation. 
Their counterparts in the DPRK in the &Korean American Private Exchange 
Society' (KAPES) also had many years of experience working with U.S. NGOs. 
They could anticipate and be prepared for the types of problems that might arise 

10) I do not know if direct communication with the DPRK supplemented this public announcement. 
11) Nancy Lindborg, &Statement of Nancy Lindborg,' Testimony to Senate Foreign Relations Committee, 

June 11, 2009. Lindborg explained that the provisions of the new DPRKßŸUS agreement &included an 
initial needs assessment effort, signage at all distribution points that indicated the food was a gift from 
the American people and USAID, an agreed upon list of institutions and individuals targeted to receive 
food, the ability to track the food as it went from port to warehouse to distribution point, all the way to 
the beneficiary!s home with a minimum of 24 hours notice; and the inclusion of Korean speakers on our 
team.'
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and the discussions and negotiations necessary to resolve them. 

Third, the United States government was careful to avoid as much as possible 
any link between U.S. security policy and the humanitarian program. Shipments of 
food aid were contingent on implementation of the monitoring protocol, to ensure 
that humanitarian goals were met. This separation of food assistance from security 
concerns was consistently stated, and indeed food aid continued even after the 
failure of the U.S. and the DPRK to reach agreement on a verification protocol in 
December 2008.  And regardless of whether or not there may have been a political 
motivation on the part of the U.S., all bags were labeled indicating that the food 
aid was a gift from the American people.  

Finally, although this was a food aid program and not a foodßŸforßŸwork program, 
some of the recommendations in the 2000 GAO report were met as well: visas 
were provided for the duration of the program; no food aid arrived until after 
assessments take place, and NGO staff had greater access to local government 
officials for the purpose of monitoring food aid. In addition, NGO staff included 
both Korean speakers and Korean Americans, monitors were able to visit 
distribution centers on shortßŸnotice and the DPRK provided a list of all recipients. 
As with the potato project, the NGO team had to identify and prepare staff 
extremely quickly. However, eight years later, the NGOs had a larger network of 
experts, and the team of monitors was assembled, granted visas and inside the 
DPRK within weeks. 

Meanwhile, although it was challenging for both NGOs and the WFP to 
implement the protocol, it was notably more difficult for the WFP and their DPRK 
counterparts (the National Coordinating Committee or NCC) to come to agreement 
on interpreting and implementing the protocol than it was for the US NGOs and 
KAPES. Most significantly, the WFP was not granted visas for the number of 
KoreanßŸlanguage monitors deemed by the U.S. government to be necessary, nor was 
it able to carry out a nationßŸwide nutrition survey that was to have been completed 
by October 2008. By USAID!s evaluation, the protocol was not adequately 
implemented, and so shipments to the WFP were suspended. The last USAID 
shipment destined for distribution in the DPRK by the WFP arrived on September 
30, 2008. With the pipeline suspended, there was nothing for WFP monitors to do, 
and they started taking extended furloughs. 

The NGO program delivering U.S. assistance proceeded comparatively smoothly 
during this period. Although some parts of the protocol were difficult to implement, 
problems were addressed and food continued to be delivered on schedule 
throughout the program!s duration. Nevertheless in early March 2009 the DPRK 
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asked the US NGOs food aid monitors to leave by the end of the month.12) When 
the program ended, only 169,120 MTs of food aid had been shipped to the DPRK, 
nearly 75,000 MT for distribution by the NGOs. At the time the NGO monitors 
left the DPRK at North Korea!s request, 21,000 MT had not yet been distributed, 
with 4,000 MT still at the port. 

Why was the program ended by the DPRK? At the most basic level, according 
to the DPRK, the US broke its promise to deliver 500,000 MTs of food and 
therefore the program was shut down.13) The U.S. says that food aid wasn!t 
delivered because the DPRK failed to implement the protocol for the 400,000 MT 
tons that was to have been delivered by the WFP (as noted above). There are 
multiple explanations for why and how this standoff occurred. The larger political 
landscape, with the change in the U.S. administration, and decisions in the DPRK 
to launch a rocket and conduct a second missile test may have played some role.  

However, despite the premature ending of the program, US NGO participants 
deem the program a success because it was implemented according to international 
standards and with the involvement of over 100 county officials. They were also 
supportive of a &needßŸbased' assistance program in which food aid is provided only 
after an evaluation of needs and agreement between the donors and the DPRK 
regarding intended recipients.14)  

Secondly, the longßŸterm goal of some humanitarian agencies is to contribute to a 
process by which the DPRK can join the community of nations in multiple arenas, 
such as agriculture, commerce, education, health, finance, science and technology, 
and so on. Participation in each of these fields requires the ability to interact with 
other nations according to international standards. Such agencies view the 2008/2009 
protocol as an important step on this path.

The Future 

Despite the fact that the USßŸgovernmentßŸfunded food aid program was ended 
earlier this year, U.S. NGOßŸDPRK relationships remain strong, and program 
implementation and development remain robust. If we were just looking at 
burgeoning NGO activities, I would feel quite positive, and would only turn to the 
conversation towards securing new sources of funding so programs can continue to 

12) Although the US NGO staff based in the DPRK to deliver the U.S. government food assistance were 
asked to leave, other US NGO activities continued. 

13) The DPRK provided additional reasons for asking the NGO staff to leave.
14) Here &needßŸbased' means aid that is granted according to need demonstrated by a needs assessment 

based in part onßŸsite visits with intended populations, distribution according to the results of the needs 
assessment, and monitoring to ensure that the intended populations receive the food. 
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expand. 

However, sitting in Washington, DC, I have to share with you the constant 
struggle between my optimist side and my pessimist side. The prospect of future 
U.S. governmentßŸfunded humanitarian assistance has taken a substantial blow. 
Congress, which had been very supportive of the 2008/2009 food aid program until 
the NGO monitors were asked to leave in March 2009, is currently skeptical of 
making another deal with the DPRK on any front, security or humanitarian. In a 
measure already passed by the Senate and nearly certain to pass the House, 
Congress has demanded that the DPRK &pay back' the United States for the 
21,000 MTs of food aid that was distributed AFTER the NGO monitors were 
asked to leave the DPRK. Rather than demanding a direct payment from the 
DPRK, the legislation requires that &energyßŸrelated assistance for North Korea shall 
be reduced by an amount equivalent to the amount the Secretary of State 
determines the Government of North Korea owes the Government of the United 
States for the unsupervised distribution of food assistance provided by the United 
States.'31)15)  While the amount of money itself can be finessed (by agreeing to a 
bigger amount of energy assistance, the U.S. government can offset the DPRK!s 
debt), this is a sign of Congressional frustration at best and anger at worst. 

Meanwhile, Congress is even more concerned about security issues than 
humanitarian issues. The Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2010, which 
has already become law, supports funding for further development of a ballistic 
missile defense program as protection against countries such as the DPRK and Iran, 
provides no funding for dismantling the DPRK!s nuclear program, includes a Sense 
of Congress provision urging all UN member nations to implement UN Resolution 
1718, and requires the administration to determine whether or not North Korea 
should be put back on the list of States Sponsors of Terrorism.32) 

On the other hand, the administration is trying to maintain opportunities for 
dialogue. The State Department has signaled that it wants to increase opportunities 
for Track II meetings by issuing a call earlier this fall for applications for 
government funding of such an event.33) The announcement states that &The aim of 
this grant opportunity is to support a single 1ßŸtime grant to support an expert nonßŸ
profit organization in facilitating an inclusive and collaborative unofficial dialogue 
on the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula. This grant opportunity would 
allow for the participation of civilian, military, and other government agency 

15) Or, in other words, the United States will determine the dollar value of the 21,000 MT of food aid 
that was delivered without monitors present. It will also determine the perßŸunit dollar value of any future 
energy assistance promised during negotiations. The amount of energy assistance promised will be 
reduced by the dollar value of the food aid. 
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representatives from nations of the Six Party Talks " the USA, Russia, China, the 
Republic of Korea, Japan, and the Democratic People!s Republic of Korea (DPRK) 
" to meet and discuss regional security and nonßŸproliferation issues that affect them 
all.' The amount is modest " only $99,000 total, for one organization only. 

The optimist applauds the first State Department support of such activities in 
some time, which at the very least, is a sign of State Department intention to 
participate in such meetings.16) The pessimist fears that this funding could also be 
interpreted as an indication that the State Department doesn!t anticipate a flowering 
of Track I (official governmentßŸtoßŸgovernment) dialogue any time soon. 

The optimist in me continues to believe that there are many people in the U.S. 
government and Congress who would like to see humanitarian, educational and 
dialogue programs with the DPRK continue and even expand. In fact, elsewhere I 
have written about my vision of what could be possible with U.S. government 
funding for food security and development programming, and an expansion of 
educational and knowledgeßŸsharing activities. President Obama alluded to such 
possibilities in his speech in Japan earlier this month.   

However, as we have seen above, for those in Congress critical of such 
activities, there are many tools for constraining or pressuring the administration to 
curtail or condition food aid and other types of assistance to the DPRK. The 
pessimist in me believes that before food aid could resume or other programming 
evolve, Congress will need to see some kind of action on the part of the DPRK 
demonstrating it acknowledges U.S. concerns over the unmonitored food aid. The 
optimist in me believes that such an acknowledgement is possible, although the 
pessimist believes it will be more likely if U.S. food assistance is not replaced by 
unmonitored contributions from another nation. And the realist in me knows that 
the complex layers of laws prohibiting U.S. government funding of food security 
and development activities, which have only gotten more complex since the nuclear 
tests in 2006 and 2009, will remain in place until significant progress has been 
made on denuclearization.  

In the meantime, we should end on a positive note: all power to the NGOs, U.S. 
and from around the world: may their programming continue to flourish and 
prosper. May UN programming in the DPRK continue, the UNDP return wholeßŸ
heartedly, and may the donor countries provide generous funding* May our DPRK 
counterparts be with us at our next meeting, when we will discuss bolder initiatives 
for food security and development in the DPRK*

16) DOE support of Track II dialogue has been more consistent in recent years. 
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Appendix Item I

U.S. Government Humanitarian Assistance to the DPRK34)
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Appendix Item II

[Excerpt from the Department of State/Foreign Operations Appropriations Bill]

S. 1434
[Report No. 111ßŸ44]

Making appropriations for the Department of State, foreign operations, and related programs for 
the fiscal year ending September 30, 2010, and for other purposes. 

Sec. 7071 

(g) North KoreaßŸ
(1) Funds appropriated under the heading `Migration and Refugee Assistance< 

in this Act shall be made available for assistance for refugees from 
North Korea.

(2) Of the funds made available under the heading `International 
Broadcasting Operations< in title I of this Act, not less than $8,000,000 
shall be made available for broadcasts into North Korea.

(3) Of the funds appropriated by this Act under the heading `Economic 
Support Fund<, $4,000,000 shall be made available for democracy, human 
rights, and governance programs for North Korea.

(4) None of the funds made available under the heading `Economic Support 
Fund< may be made available for obligation for energyßŸrelated assistance 
for North Korea unless the Secretary of State determines and reports to 
the Committees on Appropriations that North Korea is continuing to 
fulfill its commitments under the Six Party Talks agreements.

(5) Funds appropriated in this Act and subsequent acts making appropriations 
for the Department of State, foreign operations, and related programs for 
energyßŸrelated assistance for North Korea shall be reduced by an amount 
equivalent to the amount the Secretary of State determines the 
Government of North Korea owes the Government of the United States 
for the unsupervised distribution of food assistance provided by the 
United States: Provided, That the withholding required by this paragraph 
shall continue to apply each fiscal year until the Secretary of State 
reports to the Committees on Appropriations that the Government of 
North Korea has verified that such food assistance was provided to 
eligible recipients as intended, or that North Korea has fully reimbursed 
the Government of the United States for the costs of such food 
assistance.
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Appendix Item III 

[Sections of the Defense Authorization Act Relevant to North Korea]

National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2010 ! PL 111ßŸ084
AND

Conference Report 111ßŸ288 to accompany H.R. 2647
October 7, 2009

This bill became Public Law 111ßŸ84 on October 28, 2009.

Excerpts Related to North Korea

Subtitle C Missile Defense Programs

SEC. 231. SENSE OF CONGRESS ON BALLISTIC MISSILE DEFENSE.

It is the sense of Congress that 

(1) the United States should develop, test, field, and maintain operationallyßŸ
effective and costßŸeffective ballistic missile defense systems that are capable 
of defending the United States, its forwardßŸdeployed forces, allies, and other 
friendly nations from the threat of ballistic missile attacks from nations such 
as North Korea and Iran;

(2) the missile defense force structure and inventory levels of such missile 
defense systems should be determined based on an assessment of ballistic 
missile threats and a determination by senior military leaders, combatant 
commanders, and defense officials of the requirements and capabilities needed 
to address those threats; and

(3) the test and evaluation program for such missile defense systems should be 
operationally realistic and provide a high level of confidence in the capability 
of such systems (including their continuing effectiveness over the course of 
their service lives), and adequate resources should be available for that test 
and evaluation program (including interceptor missiles and targets for flight 
tests). (Page 44)

The Report Comments:

“ Sense of Congress on Ballistic Missile Defense” (sec.231.)
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The House bill contained a provision (sec. 224) that would express the sense of 
Congress reaffirming support for protecting the United States against limited 
ballistic missile attack.
The Senate amendment contained a related provision (sec. 241) that would 
express the sense of the Congress on the development, testing, fielding, and 
maintenance of ballistic missile defense systems that are capable of defending the 
United States, its forward deployed forces, allies, and other friendly nations from 
the threat of ballistic missile attacks from nations such as North Korea and Iran. 
The House recedes with a clarifying amendment. The conferees note that the 
terms ##operationally effective!! and ##cost effective!! encompass the qualities of 
affordable, reliable, suitable, and survivable missile defense systems. (Page 699)

Subtitle CßŸOther Matters

SEC. 1255. REPORT AND SENSE OF CONGRESS ON NORTH KOREA.

(a) REPORT ON CONDUCT OF NORTH KOREA. Not later than 30 days 
after the date of the enactment of this Act, the President shall submit to 
Congress a detailed report examining the conduct of the Government of 
North Korea since June 26, 2008, based on all available information, to 
determine whether North Korea meets the statutory criteria for listing as a 
state sponsor of terrorism. The report shall 

(1) present any credible evidence of support by the Government of North Korea 
for acts of terrorism, terrorists, or terrorist organizations;

(2) examine what steps the Government of North Korea has taken to fulfill its 
June 10, 2008, pledge to prevent weapons of mass destruction from falling 
into the hands of terrorists; and

(3) if North Korea does not meet the statutory criteria for being listed as a state 
sponsor of terrorism, examine whether relisting North Korea as a state 
sponsor of terrorism would undermine the effectiveness of the state sponsor 
of terrorism designation in general and undermine United States efforts 
regarding existing state sponsors of terrorism.

(b) SENSE OF CONGRESS. It is the sense of Congress that 

 (1) the United States should 
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(A) vigorously enforce United Nations Security Council Resolutions 1718 (2006) 
and 1874 (2009) and other sanctions in place with respect to North Korea 
under United

States law;

(B) urge all member states of the United Nations to fully implement the 
sanctions imposed by United Nations Security Council Resolutions 1718 and 
1874; and

(C) explore the imposition of additional unilateral and multilateral sanctions 
against North Korea in furtherance of United States national security;

(2) the conduct of North Korea constitutes a threat to the northeast Asian region 
and to international peace and security; and

(3) if the United States determines that the Government of North Korea has 
provided assistance to terrorists or engaged in state sponsored acts of 
terrorism, the Secretary of State should immediately list North Korea as a 
state sponsor of terrorism.

(c) STATE SPONSOR OF TERRORISM DEFINED. For purposes of this 
section, the term ##state sponsor of terrorism!! means a country that has 
repeatedly provided support for acts of international terrorism for purposes of
 

(1) section 6(j) of the Export Administration Act of 1979 (50 U.S.C. App. 
2405(j)) (as continued in effect pursuant to the International Emergency 
Economic Powers Act (50 U.S.C. 1701 et seq.));

(2) section 40 of the Arms Export Control Act (22 U.S.C. 2780); or

(3) section 620A of the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961 (22 U.S.C. 2371). (Page 
367)

The Report Comments:

“ Report and Sense of Congress on North” (sec.1255.)

The Senate Amendment contained a provision (SEC.1233) that would require the 
President to submit to Congress a report examining the conduct of the 
Government of North Korea to determine whether North Korea meets the 
statutory criteria for listing as a state sponsor of terrorism. The provision also 
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expresses the sense of the Senate that the United States should enforce United 
Nations Security Council Resolution 1718 and 1874, urge other member states of 
the United Nations to fully implement those sanctions, and explore imposition of 
additional sanctions. It also expresses the sense that North Korea should be 
immediately relisted as a state sponsor of terrorism if it is determined that the 
Government of North Korea has provided assistance to terrorists or engaged in 
terrorism, or if it failed to fulfill the pledges it made in its statement of June 
10, 2008. 

The House bill contained no similar provision. The House recedes with an 
amendment that would: (1) narrow the sense of the Congress; and (2) modify an 
element of the report to require an examination of whether relisting North Korea 
as a state sponsor of terrorism, if North Korea does not meet the statutory 
criteria for listing, would undermine the effectiveness of the state sponsor of 
terrorism designation in general and undermine United States efforts regarding 
existing state sponsors of terrorism. (Page 845)

LEGISLATIVE PROVISIONS ADOPTED
SEC.3101. NATIONAL NUCELAR SECURITY ADMINISTRATION

The conferees note, regretfully, that no funds are provided for nonproliferation 
work in North Korea. If the North Koreans return to the SixßŸParty Talks and 
real progress is possible to disable and dismantle the North Korean nuclear 
weapons program, the conferees would consider a reprogramming or other 
request for funds to address the North Korean nuclear weapons program at such 
time. (Page 904)
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