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 The History of South Korean Aid to DPRK 
and its Transition to Development Assistance: 

Aid to DPRK in the Context of the Inter-Korean Relationship

Jong-moo LEE
Director of Center for Peace and Sharing

Korean Sharing Movement

çï . Preface

  During the past fifteen years since 1995 when South Korea and the international 
society began sending aid to North Korea, the policies regarding aid to North 
Korea of the international community and those of South Korea have gone different 
ways. The reason for the divergence among them can be traced to the differences 
of factors which have affected respective aid to DPRK policies of the former and 
the latter. The factors that have influenced aid policies to DPRK by the 
international community can be listed as follows: humanitarian situation, environment 
for aid activities in DPRK, and the North Korean nuclear issue. However, for 
South Korea, the Inter-Korean relationship has always been the fourth factor in 
addition to the three factors above.

  In reality, without considering the Inter-Korean relationship factor, it is difficult 
to understand policy changes in aid to North Korea by the South Korean 
government. In the historic Inter-Korean Basic Agreement signed by the two Koreas 
in 1991, the Inter-Korean relationship was defined as +not a relationship of countries, 
but a specific one formed tentatively on the way to the ultimate unification of 
South and North.+ In other words, while aid to DPRK of other countries has been 
in the context of general relationships among normal countries, aid to North Korea 
by the South Korean government has been largely in the context of the very 
specific relationship of the two parties.

  The aim of this paper is to answer the following questions: What effects has 
the specific relationship between the South and the North had on the aid to DPRK 
policies of the South?; What are the characteristics of those policies?; What are the 
problems which might be raised in the process of aid policy to DPRK by the 
South Korean government to transit from humanitarian aid to development 
assistance?
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çð. The changing process of aid to DPRK by South Korea(1995.6.~1998.2.)1)

  1. The YS (Kim Young-sam) Administration (1995. 6.~1997. 2.)

  The government policies of aid to DPRK were inconsistent in those days, 
when the international society began to grant aids to North Korea. North Korea 
was desperate for food from the outside world and was active in food diplomacy. 
For example, in the negotiating process of establishing a friendship treaty between 
North Korea and Japan in 1995, North Korea asked for food aid from Japan. The 
YS administration maintaining the hard-line policy toward the North because of the 
North Korean nuclear issue was embarrassed at the news of Japan<s decision to 
give food aid to the North. It hurried and tried to hold an Inter-Korean meeting to 
grant food aid to the North. On June 17, 1995, the meeting was held in Beijing 
and both sides agreed that the South would grant 150,000 tons of rice to the 
North. Unfortunately, two unsavory incidents occurred in the process of delivering 
rice from the South to the North. One incident took place on June 27, 1995 when 
the Seafex, the South Korean ship carrying rice, was entering the North Korean 
port Chungjin. North Korean authorities forced it to hoist the North Korean 
national flag.2) The other incident happened on August 2, 1995 when the Samsun 
Venus, a rice-carrier ship, and its crew were detained by North Korean authorities 
after the authorities detected that one of the crew had secretly taken pictures of 
North Korea. After North Korea apologized for the Seafex accident, the interrupted 
food aid from the South was resumed, and when the South apologized for the 
Samsun Venus incident to the North, the ship and crew were liberated. However, 
the Inter-Korean relationship worsened after the incidents. 

  The YS administration, arguing that the North was exaggerating the food crisis, 
seemed to oppose food aids to North Korea from the international community. The 
direct aid to DPRK from the South Korean government stopped. The administration 
also took measures to block spontaneous aid to DPRK from the South Korean civil 
society. A typical example was simplification of channels of contacting North 

1) This part is the summary of the following. Lee Jong-moo, +Inter-Korean Relations and Humanitarian 
Aid,+ Consciousness and Problems in the international society on human rights situation in North Korea 
(the paper collection of a seminar by the National Human Rights Committee), pp. 135-146.

2) Mainly because the rice meeting at Beijing was hurriedly made, the oral agreement between South and 
North at the meeting that when a rice-carrying South ship entered a North port, it would not fly any 
national flags was not delivered either to the ship nor to the Chungjin authorities. According to general 
international practices, a ship entering a foreign port must raise the national flag of the country the port 
belongs to on the highest mast and fly the national flag of the country the ship belongs to at the end 
of the ship. The captain of Seafax, not possessing the North Korean national flag, entered the port with 
the South Korean flag at the end of the ship. The North Korean men approaching the ship to guide it 
to the port asked the captain to lower the South Korean flag and raise the North flag. The ship resulted 
in entering the harbor with the North flag raised and unloaded the rice. Yeonchul Kim, +Remember the 
Rice Meeting,+ Hankyoreh 21, No. 710. (May 16, 2008)   
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Korea. It designated the Korea National Red Cross as the single channel through 
which NGOs of the South could contact the North. Because of the measure, most 
NGOs were prohibited from contacting the North directly, and could not deliver aid 
packages to the North. Furthermore, to suppress NGO campaigns of collecting 
donations to aid North Korean people, the administration prescribed that those 
campaigns could not target the general public, and prohibited private companies and 
the media from participating in those campaign activities. However, when news 
about the severe famine in North Korea in 1996 spread in the South, South Korean 
NGOs promoted <the Movement to Help North Korean People< and millions of 
South Koreans responded 

2. The DJ (Kim Dae-jung) Administration (1998. 3.~2003. 2.) 

  Inheriting a conflicting South North relationship from the previous YS 
administration, the DJ administration improved it through the promotion of an 
active policy toward the North. From the time of inauguration, the government 
adopted as the principle of the relationship the engagement policy in which +South 
and North will coexist peacefully and the South will try to bring about the gradual 
change of the North.+ The realization of its engagement policy was to be achieved 
through the following methods: the fulfillment of the Inter-Korean Basic Agreement; 
the activation of economic cooperation between the North and private corporations, 
based on the principle of separation of politics and economics; solving of the 
separated families as a policy priority; provision of humanitarian aid to DPRK at 
both the civil and government levels; tension alleviation and building of military 
trust between South and North; seeking international cooperation to end the cold 
war situation and settle peace in the Korean peninsula; on the North Korea nuclear 
issue, supporting of the implementation of the Geneva Agreement(Agreed Framework 
between the USA and DPRK) in 1994 and parallel promotion of it alongside the 
improvement of the Inter-Korean relationship.3) The above principle and the ways 
to achieve it became the foundation of the DJ administration<s policies toward the 
North, which were promoted consistently for the five-year term.   

  The administration decided in March 1999 to grant 50,000 tons of fertilizer to 
the North without any conditions, easing the mutual relationship and leading to an 
atmosphere of dialogue between South and North. Three secret contacts between 
both sides were made at Beijing from May 12th to June 3rd in 1999.4) Through 

3) Dongwon Lim, Peacemaker (Seoul: Joongang Books, 2008), pp. 222-336.
4) In 1999, North Korea sent the message to the South through various channels that it intended to attend 

the Inter-Korean meeting if asked. Particularly, waiting for the fertilization season, the North asked 
earnestly to the South to provide with 250,000 tons of fertilizer on time. Saying that, if fertilizer is 
provided, we will promote the separated family issue, the North suggested a vice-minister level meeting 
between both sides to deal with it. Ibid. p. 449.   
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these secret meetings, the DJ administration agreed with North Korea to send 
200,000 tons of fertilizer until the end of July (100,000 tons would be sent until 
June 20) and hold a vice-minister level meeting dealing with the separated families 
issue from June 21st.5) This agreement was the first case in which free aid to the 
North led to positive response from the North. 

  The engagement policy of the DJ administration finally led to the Inter-Korean 
Summit Meeting on June 15, 2000. During the time when the Summit was being 
prepared, and before and after the reunion ceremonies for members of separated 
families, a large amount of fertilizer and rice was sent to the North. Even though 
Inter-Korean relations went through ups and downs since the signing of the 6òk15 
Joint Declaration, and mutual dialogues went along smoothly sometimes and ceased 
at other times owing to the conflicts between North Korea and USA with the 
beginning of the George W. Bush administration, the South did not stop sending 
food and fertilizer to North Korea every year.

  The DJ administration also mitigated or annulled the various regulatory 
measures by the YS administration regarding aid to DPRK at civil society level, 
making it possible for NGOs to visit North Korea to negotiate the terms of aids. 
Prohibitions on fund-raising campaigns for aid to DPRK were also eradicated. The 
measure of diversifying channels of contacting the North in February 1999 much 
facilitated NGOs< independent aid to the North. Furthermore, the government began 
to support aid programs of NGOs with matching funds from the Inter-Korean 
Cooperation Fund. 

3. The Roh Moo-hyun Administration (2003. 3.~2008. 2.)

  Inheriting the reconciliatory and cooperative Inter-Korean relationship from the 
DJ administration, the Roh administration<s policies toward North Korea went up 
and down like a roller coaster between improvement of the relationship and 
abrupt interruption of it due to the nuclear crisis at times. On March 14, 2003, 
immediately after his inauguration, president Roh signed and implemeted the 
Independent Council for the Remittance to the North Bill,6) which had been 
pushed for by the main opposition Grand National Party in the National 
Assembly as a political means to attack members of the previous DJ 
administration. Roh<s act was accepted by Pyongyang as an intention to 
differentiate from the previous administration, including policies toward DPRK. 

5) Though two series of Inter-Korean meetings at vice-ministerial level were held in Beijing, June 22 - 26, 
and July 1 - 3, 1999, these meetings were broken off without finding a consensus, because of battles of 
the Yellow Sea between South and North which occurred on June 15 of the year.

6) The official title of the law is +The Bill of the Appointment of Special Prosecutors to Investigate 
Suspicious Cases Regarding Secret Remittance to North Korea Related with the Inter-Korean Summit 
Meeting.+
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They became suspicious of the characteristics of Roh<s policy toward themselves. 
With the rising tensions in the peninsula caused by the Second DPRK Nuclear 
Crisis, the government could not maintain its policy stance of connecting the 
improvement of the Inter-Korean relationship with the solving of the nuclear 
crisis.
  The nuclear issue, which started from the suspicion raised by the Bush 
administration in October 2002 of the existence of a highly enriched uranium 
program in North Korea, developed into the Second Nuclear Crisis, which was 
aggregated further by the following series of events: the proclamation of the 
North to withdraw from the NPT treaty in January 2003, the interruption of 
light-water reactor building operations by the KEDO(Korean Energy Development 
Organization) in November 2003, the proclamation of North Korea of the 
possession of nuclear weaponry on February 10, 2005, and missile launching by 
the North over the Pacific on July 5, 2006, and the subsequent underground 
nuclear test on October 9, 2006. The efforts to solve the crisis peacefully were 
proceeded through the format of the 6-party talks in Beijing: the announcement of 
the Joint Statement on September 19, 2005; the 2òk13 Agreement on February 
13, 2007, the Agreement of the Second Stage Measure to Implement the 9òk19 
Joint Statement on October 3rd of the same year.
  In the course of the development of these events, the Roh administration used 
the humanitarian aid to DPRK as means to press the North. The North took a 
measure to interrupt all dialogue between South and North at every level after 
two events which angered North Korea. One was the Condolence Wave in July 
2004 and the other was the accepting by the South Korean government of a 
large group of North Korean defectors numbering 426 from Vietnam. The 
interruption of the mutual relationship continued for more than 10 months until 
the inter-Korean vice-ministerial meeting was held in May 2005. During the 
interruption period, on January 13, 2005, North Korea, through the Red Cross 
Society of DPRK, asked the South Korean counterpart to send 500,000 tons of 
fertilizer, and the Roh government sent the message that the fertilizer support 
problem would be treated if the North agreed to attend the respective meetings of 
both sides. The pressure led to the above vice-ministerial meeting in May 2005.7) 
At the news that the North launched missiles in July 2006, it also interrupted the 
sending of 500,000 tons of rice and the additional 100,000 tons of fertilizer. The 
North, reacting against the measures of the South, took measures of unilaterally 

7) The government revealed openly that it used fertilizer aids as the means of negotiating with the North. 
+The fertilizer aids in 2005 contributed crucially in recovering Inter-Korean dialogue which had been 
interrupted by the condolence wave and so on in 2004. The government, using fertilizer aids as the 
medium, could hold the Inter-Korean vice-ministerial meetings and prepare the foundation for further 
meetings between the two parties, and provide a head start for holding ministerial meetings and enlarging 
human exchanges.+ The Unification Department, 2005 Unification White Paper (Seoul: the Unification 
Department, 2005), p. 174.
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 2006 2007 2008 2009.8

Food 39.4^ 150.5 - -

Fertilizer 120.0 96.1 - -

Int'l org. 13.9 33.5 19.7 1.7
NGO 13.4 21.6 24.1 3.9

emergency aids, etc. 40.6 47.1 - -

sum 227.3 348.8 43.8 5.6

interrupting the agreements of both sides on separated families such as face-to- 
face meetings, visual meetings, and the building plans of Separated Family 
Meeting Place at mount Geumgang. 
  It is evaluated that even though the amount of aid to DPRK of the Roh 
administration was twice as much of the DJ administration, it failed to establish a 
reconciliatory atmosphere with the North and gain the trust of the North. But the 
fact that the government kept supporting the activities of NGOs to aid the North 
regardless of the tensions between South and North and the nuclear test of the 
North can be praised highly. 

4. The Lee Myung-bak Administration (2008. 3. ~   )

  Inaugurated in March 2008, the Lee Myung-bak administration has 
differentiated itself from previous administrations in terms of its policy toward the 
North and stopped the direct governmental aids to the North. The scale of the 
abruptly shrinking amount of aid to DPRK of the Lee administration is shown in 
the =Table çð-1> below. Food aid in the table is the combination of grants and 
food credits. The total amount of annual aids went from { 227.3 billion in 2006, { 
348.8 billion in 2007, down to { 43.8 billion in 2008, and only {5.6 billion as of 
the end of August, 2009. The reason for the drastic decrease can be found in the 
fact that there has been no food or fertilizer aid during the Lee administration. The 
negative attitude, beyond the passive one, toward aid to DPRK of the government 
can also be noticed in the facts that the amount of government help to 
international organizations in 2009 is below 10% of that of the previous year and 
that the amount of matching funds going to NGOs has also been reduced to a 
great extent. 

<Table çð-1> Records of recent aid to DPRK by South Korean government
(unit: billion won)

source: the Unification Department statistics for investigation of the National Assembly in 2009
* food aid was given as a grant in 2006, but as a loan in 2007 

  The Lee administration<s DPRK policy can be summarized into three 
characteristics. 

  The first is the principle of reciprocity in which the North is expected to 
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return something corresponding to what the South gives, even to humanitarian aid. 
The administration listed its guidelines regarding aid to DPRK: é¾When the North 
asks for aid, the government will give aid directly after examining its demand, é¿
In cases of severe famine or natural disaster in North Korea, it will aid the North, 
considering the public opinion in the South, éÀTo the humanitarian aid from the 
South, the North should show its appreciation by some countermeasures on such 
problems as separated families, persons kidnapped to the North, or prisoners of the 
Korean War.8) 

  The second is the linkage between aid to DPRK and the nuclear issue. It is 
related with the implementation of the Resolution On the Sanctions Against North 
Korea by the Security Council of the United Nations (No. 1874) for the second 
nuclear test made on May 25, 2009 by North Korea. Judging from the Lee 
administration<s attitude toward the North, the South seems to be willing to grant 
10,000 (maximum 50,000) tons of corn to the North on a humanitarian basis 
without any conditions attached. However, the aids above that amount will be 
linked to the nuclear issue. 

  The third is the administration<s regulatory policies on NGO activities 
concerning aid to DPRK. The current situation is reminiscent of the times of the 
YS administration. Not only has the administration reduced the support to NGO 
activities with matching funds from the Inter-Korean Cooperation Fund, but also it 
has made civil aid activities wither by allowing NGO visits and sending aid 
materials to the North on a selective basis. Viewed from these situations, it is 
highly possible for the government to use aid to DPRK as a means of negotiation 
with the North. Therefore, it seems very difficult to expect that, under this 
administration, aid to DPRK and the Inter-Korean relationship will develop into a 
virtuous cycle.  

çñ. The present situations and characteristics of aid activities by core actors  

   The 6·15 Joint Statement in 2000 was the event that began the increase of 
the portion of South Korean aid to North Korea. Since then, the government of the 
South granted large amounts of food and fertilizer every year. The scale of South 
Korean NGO aid also increased, and in 2004 it reached over 100 billion won for 
the first time. On the contrary, the amount of aids from the international society 
reached the apex in 2001 and began to decrease thereafter. Especially when North 
Korea asked aid providers to change the characteristics of aids from humanitarian 
aid to development assistance, and to close or shrink the scale of their permanent 
offices in North Korea, aid activities of the UN and other international organizations 

8) The Unification Department, The Current Situations of inter-Korean Relations and Promoting Directions 
of the North Policies (August 2008)
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 Expenses Proportions

Direct aid 1,979.2^ 86.2%

Aid via Int'l org. 206.6 9.0%

Aid via S. Korean NGO 109.4 4.8%

Sum 2,295.5 100.0%

have been reduced abruptly.9) 
   The outstanding characteristics of aid activities by South Korea since 2000 are 

that the central government, NGOs, and local governments are three main actors. 
Of course, the government is the principal and crucial actor. Since the ebbs and 
flows of the Inter-Korean relationship are much influenced by political and military 
factors and the rules and institutions regulating the Inter-Korean relations are not 
established, it is inevitable that situations of aid to DPRK are affected by both 
governments< decisions.  However, with the progress of conciliatory and cooperative 
relations between the South and the North for the past 10 years, the role of NGOs 
and local governments has become greater. 

1. The situations and characteristics of aid to DPRK by the South Korean government

  Aid to DPRK by the South Korean government takes three different methods. 
The first is aid directly given by the government, and food, fertilizer and 
emergency relief goods are delivered through this method. Second is aid given 
indirectly through international organizations. This method is used mainly through 
its support to the projects designed to help North Korea run by the UN-related 
organizations, such as WFP, WHO, and UNICEF, etc. The third is through the 
matching funds given to aid programs run by domestic NGOs. The whole amount 
spent by the South Korean government from 1995 to 2009 is 2.2955 trillion won. 
The amount of direct aid by government is 1.9792 trillion won, while the amount 
through international organizations is 206.6 billion won, and that given to NGOs 
is 109.4 billion won.10) As demonstrated in =Table �� -1>, the proportions of the 
direct aid, among the three methods, are overwhelming, comprising of 86.2%. 

<Table çñ-1> Aid to DPRK by S. Korean government per route
                                             (unit: billion won)

(period: 1995. 6~2009. 8)

9) In 2006, European NGOs which run permanent offices in North Korea were made to establish a 
common office called the EUPS(European Union Programme Support), relinquishing to use its own title. 
The World Food Programme, which had played the leading role among them, reduced its size from 6 
permanent offices and 32 members to 1 permanent office in Pyeongyang and 10 members in it.  

10) see The Unification Department, 2008 Inter-Korean Cooperation Fund White Paper (Seoul: the 
Unification Department, 2008); 2009 Unification Department Statistics for Inspection of the National 
Assembly
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 The first characteristic of aid to DPRK by the government is its preference of 
direct aid to DPRK over multi-party aids through UN-related organizations. Among 
the countries that have aided North Korea, the country which spent more money in 
direct aids than South Korea is China. The specific characters of inter-Korean and 
North-China relations led both countries to prefer direct aids to North Korea. It 
means that aid to DPRK by the South Korean government is not given based only 
on humanitarian principles. In fact, when we remove the <rhetoric< part from 
<rhetoric of aid<, it is reasonable to assume that many countries give aid to foreign 
countries not simply for humanitarian reasons, but sometimes with certain economic 
motive, other times to enlarge its influence in international politics, or on security 
or strategic considerations. Therefore, if the motive behind the aid to DPRK by the 
South Korean government looks more political than those of other countries, it 
means that the inter-Korean relationship is much more specific than the 
relationships of North Korea and other countries. 

  The second characteristic of the aid to DPRK by the South Korean government 
is that it contains the tint of political deal between South and North. The fertilizer 
sent to the North during the DJ and Roh administrations were guarantees to realize 
the Separated Family Meetings, and the rice was catalyst for removing obstacles 
and making it possible to reach agreement on various meetings. Because the 
cold-war regime has not yet been dissolved in the Korean peninsula, the 
mechanism of <politicization of aids< has worked incessantly in inter-Korean 
relations.

  The third characteristic is that aid to DPRK of the South Korean government 
is much affected by changes in the mutual relations. Since governmental aid 
projects are big in scale and their costs are supplied by South Korean tax payers, 
they are vulnerable to political and military issues. The interruption of food aid in 
2006 after the missile launching of the North and the long interruptions of food 
and fertilizer aids ever since the inter-Korean relations became standstill after the 
inauguration of the Lee Myung-bak administration are examples that simply prove 
this fact.11) It is difficult for South Korean governments to promote consistent aid 
policies to the North. 

  The forth characteristic is the institutionalization of a cooperative relationship 
between the government and NGOs. In the initial era of aid to DPRK during the 
YS administration, relations between the two parties were conflictive. But with the 
coming of the DJ government, those relations changed into cooperative ones and 
became institutionalized. The one case is the governmental support to aid programs 
of NGOs, and another case is the establishment and operation of the +Civil- 
Governmental Policy Council on Aid to North Korea.+12) From that time, the 

11) Lee Jong-moo, +Humanitarian Aid to DPRKs and the Issue of Activating Exchanges,+ Modern 
Economics Research Institute (ed.), Unification Economics, (Spring 2009), pp. 28-29.  
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Project   
Category "00 "01 "02 "03 "04 "05 "06 "07 #08 #09. 9. sum

Independent 3,379^ 3,843 5,448 7,547 8,828 7,778 8,076 12,399 9,777 2,227 69,302

Joint - - - - - 1,047 2,923 4,736 2,704 842 12,252

Policy - - - - - (1,591) (683) 2,900 1,835 1,200 8,209

Infants   
X Children 
Aid Project

- - - - - - - 1,080 7,826 - 8,906

Transport   
of Agri. X 
Marine 
Goods.

- 2,419 1,035 542 1,413 1,587 1,666 493 1,959 - 11,114

Sum 3,379 6,262 6,483 8,089 10,241 12,003 13,348 21,608 24,101 4,269 109,783

governmental support to NGO programs or projects changed from the support to a 
single program of a specific NGO to support to joint projects, policy projects, and 
further to finding and promoting of the Infants and Children Aid Project to North 
Korea. Here, a joint project means that more than 3 NGOs take part, and a policy 
project is to aid what the South Korean government gives policy priorities to, such 
as the supply of raw materials to pharmaceutical factories, a pilot project of 
afforestation, and an educating and training project for North Korean medical 
persons. The Infants and Children Aid Project is the one jointly operated by 
international organizations and South Korean NGOs as a linkage program. =Table 
çñ-2> shows how the governmental funds have been allotted to NGO programs of 
each field. 

<Table çñ-2> Inter-Korean Cooperation Fund to support NGO
(unit: a million won)

source: the Unification Department data
* Among policy projects, those in 2005, 2006 are aids of vinyl for rice seedbeds via the 
National Council for Cooperation with North Korea(KNCCK), and through the method of fund 
support.

2. The situations and characteristics of aid to DPRK by South Korean NGOs

  The aid activities of South Korean NGOs resumed their vitalities after the 6·15 
Joint Statement in 2000 after the difficulties they had gone through, caused by the 
Asian Foreign Exchange Crisis in 1997. The number of civil organizations 
providing aid to North Korea in 1999 was only 20, but it increased to over 80 in 

12) The Aid to DPRK Civil-Governmental Policy Conference, inaugurated on September 1, 2004, is the 
cooperative forum between government agencies like the Unification Department and the Civil 
Organizations Conference for Cooperation with North Korea. Though the conference is a only forum with 
the characteristics of a voluntary organization, and has some problems in operational stability lacking the 
personnel in full charge, it has served to make government support to NGOs enlarged and diversified.  
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2009.13) Those organizations can be classified into 5 categories according to the 
organizational purposes and backgrounds of founding: civil and social movement 
NGOs, religious institutions and related NGOs, social welfare NGOs, vocational and 
specialized NGOs, and local NGOs.14) 

 Among civil and social movement NGOs, the following are well-known. 
OKEDONGMU Children in Korea, Movement for One Corea, Korean Sharing 
Movement, the Hankyoreh Foundation for Reunification and Culture, etc. These 
NGOs are directly related with the South Korean civil and social movement which 
grew and developed in the 1990s and active in social movement related with 
conciliation among South and North peoples, peace, and unification. Religious 
institutions and related NGOs include the following: The Presbyterian Church of 
Korea, Won-Buddhist Movement for Sowing Grace Headquarters, the Committee for 
the Reconciliation of Korean People of the Catholic Bishops< Conference of Korea, 
etc are religious institutions; South-North Sharing Campaign for Peace and 
Reunification, Good People, One Korea Buddhist Movement, Good Hands Global, 
Korea Campus Crusade for Christ, etc. are religious NGOs. Among social welfare 
NGOs, there are the Good Neighbors, World Vision Korea, Korea Food for Hungry 
International, and the Korean Welfare foundation. They are not active in social 
movements related with national conciliation, peace and unification, but active in 
aiding the North with expertise in social welfare programs and experiences in 
international aid. Vocational and specialized NGOs can be classified into three 
areas: agriculture, public health, and environment. In the agriculture field, there are 
the International Corn Foundation, the National coalition of NGOs for Inter-Korea 
Agricultural Development and Cooperation, Nonghyup, Korea Peninsula AgroFishery 
co-work, the Hangyeorae Farming Cooperative Corporation.

 In the public health and medical field, the South-North Oral Health Medical 
Council, the Korean Tuberculosis Association, Medical Association, Medical Aids 
for the Children of D.P.R Korea, Korean Association of Health Promotion. In the 
field of environment, the Forest for Peace and Green One Korea. There are also 
some local NGOs which aid people in North Korea in cooperation with local 
governments: Kyungnam Unification Agriculture Cooperation Association, South- 
North Gangwon Cooperation Society, Jeju center for Inter-Korean Exchange X 
cooperation, Jeonnam Peoples Unikorea Interchange Association, etc.

13) According to the Unification Department statistics prepared for Investigation of the National Assembly 
in 2009, the number of civil organizations designated as those helping North Korea on humanitarian 
basis is 83.

14) The number of Aid to DPRKs NGOs increased during the Roh government. Since the characters of 
NGOs are diverse, it is not easy to classify them into different categories. Generally, they are classified 
into two categories, agriculture and public health. To NGOs working across 2 or 3 categories, this 
classification becomes meaningless. Here, they are divided by the standards of organizational purposes 
and backgrounds of forming. Though it is impossible to categorize all NGOs with these standards, it is 
worth doing, because it can reveal their characters.
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Category NGO

Civil & Social 
Movement NGO

ß±OKEDONGMU Children in Korea; Movement for One Corea; Korean 
Sharing Movement ; The Hankyoreh Foundation for Reunification and 
Culture

Religious Inst. & 
Related NGO

ß±The Presbyterian Church of Korea; Headquarters, Won-Buddhist 
Movement for Sowing Grace ; The Committee for the Reconciliation 
of Korean People of the Catholic Bishops!Conference of Korea ; 
South-North Sharing Campaign for Peace and Reunification; Good 
People; One Korea Buddhist Movement: Good Hands for Global ; 
Korea Campus Crusade for Christ

Social Welfare NGO
ß±Good Neighbors; World Vision Korea; Korea Food for the Hungry 
International; Korean Welfare Foundation

Vocational & 
Specialized NGO

ß±Agriculture: International Corn Foundation; The National coalition of 
NGOs for Inter-Korea Agricultural Development and Cooperation ; 
Nonghyup; Korea Peninsula Agro ß¢�GFishery co-work; The Hangeorae  
Farming Cooperative Corporation

ß±Public health: South-North Oral Health Medical Council; The Korean 
National Tuberculosis Association; Medical Association; Medical Aids 
for the Children of D.P.R Korea; Korean Association of Health 
Promotion

ß±Environment: Forest for Peace; Green  One Korea

Local NGO

ß±Kyungnam Unification Agriculture Cooperation Association; 
South-North Gangwon Cooperation Society; Jeju center for Inter-Korea 
Exchange X coopercation; Jeonnam Peoples Unikorea interchange 
Association

<Table çñ-3> Category of NGOs providing aid to DPRK

  As mentioned before, the South Korean NGOs could start direct aid to DPRK 
in 1998 when the DJ government was inaugurated. Since they lacked the channels 
for contact with North Korea at that time, they tried to contact the North through 
Korean residents in the US, Japan or China. North Korea also did not have an 
official agency dealing only with the South Korean NGOs at that time, and 
different organizations and offices dealt with different NGOs. Among them, the 
Korean Asia-Pacific Peace Committee(KAPPC) was the most influential. In addition 
to the KAPPC, there are some organizations dealing with cooperation with South 
Korea in economic and social areas like the National Economic Cooperation 
Federation(NECF), the National Council for Reconciliation and Cooperation(NCRC). 
Some religious associations in the North also serve as channels: the (North) Korean 
Christian Federation, the (North) Korean Buddhists Federation, and the (North) 
Catholic Association Central Committee.

  Afterwards, the North Korean authorities arranged to simplify the channels of 
contact with those NGOs, and, in the process of it, made KAPPC coordinate the 
relations between the North and South Korean NGOs behind the scene, and made 
the NCRC the channel representing the government. Currently, most NGOs do aid 
activities in cooperation with NCRC. However, the above mentioned North Korean 
religious associations act as channels with the corresponding South Korean religious 
counterparts. Some NGOs working in mount Geumgang Tour District and the 
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Category "95 "96 "97 "98 "99 "00 "01 "02 "03 "04 "05 #06 #07 #08#09.9 Sum

Self 
Sources .2^ 1.2 18.2 27.5 22.3 38.7 78.2 57.6 76.6 155.8 77.9 70.9 90.972.5 29.6 818.1

Govt 
Support      3.4 63. 6.5 8.1 10.2 12.0 13.3 21.6 24.1 4.3 109.8

Sum .2 1.2 18.2 27.5 22.3 42.1 84.5 64.1 84.7 166.0 89.9 84.2112.5 96.6 33.9 927.9

Gaesung Industrial complex District, the Scenic Places Development Agency serve 
as channels. 

  With the growth in number of NGOs providing aid to DPRK, the scale of 
aids has also increased to a large amount since 2000. As shown in =Table çñ-4>, 
the financial resources of NGOs raised by NGOs themselves reached 70 billion 
won annually.15) Including matching funds provided by the government, the total 
amount of annual aid to DPRK has gone up to near 100 billion won. During the 
Lee government, the amount has decreased because of the regulatory measures of 
the government. In 2009, the government began to limit sending aid materials to 
the North and became selective in allowing visits to the North, resulting in the 
shrinkage of most aid projects. Another finding in the table is the change in 
proportion of governmental support within NGO expenditures in aid activities to 
DPRK. In 2004 when the proportion was lowest, it was 7.2%, and in 2008 it was 
24.9%. On average, the proportion of governmental support is around 12%.

<Table çñ-4> Expenditure of S.Korean NGOs' aid to DPRK
(unit: billion won)

Source: The Unification Department Data

  The first characteristic of aid to DPRK by the South Korean NGOs is that it 
has been promoted stably and consistently, unlike the cases of the government. It 
seems that, unless the government put regulatory measures on NGO activities, 
NGOs can promote those projects with self-dynamic even if the Inter-Korean 
relations are in deadlock.

  The second characteristic is that the reasons for NGOs promoting those projects 
can be found in their motive and vision for inter-Korean unification and social 
integration after unification, as well as humanitarianism. The vision is concretely to 
achieve conciliation between the South and the North through aid activities to 
DPRK, build the conditions for unifications based on those activities, and minimize 
the problems which might happen in the process of social integration after the 
coming unification.

  The third characteristic is related with the above second characteristic. The 
South Korean NGOs become strong inspiration in promoting development assistance 

15) The reason why the supporting money in 2004 went up to 155.8 billion won was that the emergency 
aid campaigns were very active among NGOs in South Korea in that year for the explosion in the 
Yongcheon Train Station in North Korea in that year.
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to North Korea. The motives behind the aid to DPRK of the South Koreans is 
beyond the simple dimension of supplying humanitarian aid to countries confronting 
disasters as assumed by the international society. They are to maintain the 
momentum in the Inter-Korean relationship, promote conciliation and cooperation 
between both sides, and to prepare for the Inter-Korean integration. In general 
standards of the international society, development assistance can only begin when 
the recipient country is ready to change institutions and policies to meet demands 
for the development assistance. But the positions of South Koreans are more active 
in the sense that they are willing to heighten the consciousness of North Koreans 
regarding development assistance projects through the successful demonstration of 
pilot development assistance projects, and to stimulate North Koreans to change 
institutions and policies into ones which fit more into development purposes. 

 The forth characteristic is accessibility to the designated areas. Since the North 
Korean authorities allow only UN organizations and some European NGOs to 
reside in Pyongyang, NGOs from other countries that are not given the resident 
status tend to assume wrongly that there are serious obstacles in their aid activities. 
The fact that most of resident agencies in Pyongyang lack workers who can speak 
Korean further hinders their activities in North Korea. On the contrary, South 
Korean NGOs, though they are not allowed to reside in Pyongyang, can 
communicate easily with North Koreans and visit North Korea with frequencies 
enough to compensate for inconveniences resulting from not staying there. Though 
it is a rare case, members of Korean Sharing Movement have annually visited 
North Korea about 60 times for a few recent years, on average 5 times a month. 
South Korean NGOs try in their own ways to enhance the accessibility to the 
places where the projects are performed.

  The final characteristic is that, performing aid projects, they serve as channels 
mediating inter-Korean exchange and cooperation in other fields. NGOs of other 
countries probably play the same role, serving as channels for mediating exchange 
between other organizations intended to help North Koreans and the North Korean 
authorities, through their connections with North Koreans formed through aid 
activities. However, South Korean NGOs have stronger motives to play such roles, 
and are willing to help those who want inter-Korean exchange in various areas 
such as culture, art, sports, and media, etc.

3. The situations and characteristics of aid to DPRK by South Korean local
  governments16)

  The fact that local governments have been active in aid programs to DPRK 

16) see Daeseok choi, Jongmoo Lee, and Hijin Park, The White Paper on Local governments' 10 Year 
Exchanges with North Korea (The Research Project of the Unification Department, 2009. 10.)
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was only the case of South Korea, and it should be understood in the context of 
the inter-Korean relationship. They have participated in those programs with the 
awareness of contributing to inter-Korean conciliation and cooperation and the final 
unification of the two, as well as of the necessity of humanitarian aid to North 
Korean. In fact, it can be said that to help North Koreans is part of the 
constitutional responsibility of the South Korean local governments, in view of the 
reality that the South Korean Constitution requires Koreans to pursue peaceful 
unification.

  Though aid activities to DPRK by local governments started by sending 
tangerines to the North by the Jeju Island local government in 1999, they were not 
expanded to an active scale until the 6òk15 Summit Meeting in 2000. After the 
boost of inter-Korean exchange and cooperation at the central government level 
began with the 6·15 Joint Statement, similar activities among local governments 
also began. Local governments can be said to have been the last participants 
among core actors regarding aid activities to DPRK. However, even though local 
governments were late starters, with financial resources available to allot to those 
programs, they were able to promote and pursue those programs stably. 

  In aid activities to DPRK, local governments are located in between the central 
government and NGOs. They have some advantages over the central government 
and NGOs in operating aid projects to DPRK. Their projects are less vulnerable to 
the changes of political and military situations between South and North than the 
case of the central government. With their own budgets to allot to those programs, 
they can promote those programs in more meaningful scales than the cases of 
NGOs.17) They also have some advantage of using expertise available in aid 
projects in their subsidiary organizations like the Agriculture Technology Institute. 
Compared with private businesses, they are also advantageous in the sense that they 
are supposed to work for public interest. However, they also have some 
disadvantages as well. Compared with the central government, they have less power 
in negotiating with counterparts in North Korea, and tend to be less resilient and 
agile than NGOs in responding to changing situations in aid programs. 

  By the <Rules on Treating Aid to DPRK Projects in the Humanitarian 
Dimension< promulgated in October 1999, local governments are not allowed to 
promote aid to DPRK projects independently. Therefore, they are to pursue those 
activities by establishing cooperative relationships with NGOs that have connections 
with North Korea. The cooperative relationships between local governments and 
NGOs have gone through some stage changes up to now. In the initial stage, local 
governments participated in NGO projects indirectly only as financial supporters. 
After a brief period of that stage, representatives of local governments began to 
visit North Korea with members of NGOs, and jointly proceeded with NGOs in 

17) Wide-area local governments have managed to create funds for Inter-Korean cooperation projects of 
70.9 billion won up to now, spent 43.7 billion won and still keep around 30 billion won. 

�X�Z�X



negotiating with the National Conciliation Conference on aid projects. In this 
second stage, local governments would suggest projects they were interested in to 
North Korea, or North Koreans would explain what they are concerned about. In 
this stage, many aid to DPRK projects became joint and cooperative ones between 
NGOs and local governments.18) Usually after one to two years of cooperative 
works with NGOs in projects, local governments can build some degree of trust 
between them and North Korea, and plan projects operated only with their own 
resources. In that stage, local governments play the leading role in locating aid 
projects, negotiating with North Korean authorities on those projects, and operating 
them. NGOs play the role of giving help in some practical affairs concerning 
negotiation with North Korean authorities, visits to the North, and sending aid 
materials to the North. If an NGO has expertise in related areas, it can be 
commissioned by a local government to do a whole range of practical matters in 
place of the local government. The cooperative relationship between local 
governments and NGOs formed during this stage has continued developing to a 
higher degree. 

  The first characteristic of the aid to DPRK by local governments is that they 
have tended to locate and promote projects beneficial both to the South and the 
North. The conservatives in South Korea have attacked aid to DPRK programs as 
<giving away to North Korea.< However, some projects local governments promoted 
such as the Common Forest Pest Control Project and the Common Malaria 
Prevention Project are mutually beneficial ones both to the South and the North, 
because, if the South does not provide aid in solving these problems, both the 
South and the North can be victimized. 

  The second characteristic of the aid to DPRK by local governments is that 
they played a crucial role in upgrading aid to DPRK to a higher degree. As the 
aid to DPRK projects of NGOs became prolonged, the following sighs were on 
every NGO worker<s lips: +Teach how to catch fish, instead of serving fish.+ 
However, it was not easy for NGOs lacking sufficient funds to realize that proverb 
in their aid projects. Local governments with higher capacity to mobilize financial 
resources and with expertise in their subsidiary organizations had strong points in 
promoting projects designed to teach North Koreans how to catch fish. Along with 
the full-scale participation of local governments in aid to DPRK projects, it can be 
argued that the possibility of aid activities to DPRK grew from the stage of simply 
giving disaster relief materials to the stage of being able to help developmental 
plans of North Korea. The promotion of the pilot project of village development 
can be considered a typical example of the growth of aid to DPRK.

18) The core meaning of the joint and cooperative project between NGOs and local governments is that the 
financial resources needed for the projects are provided by both sides. If a local government becomes a 
sole provider of those resources of it, it is safe to say that the project is the one independently pursued 
by the local government, even though it is formally pursued by both sides.   
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  The third characteristic of aid to DPRK by local governments is that their 
activities are part of an aid movement from grassroot origins. Before the 
involvement of local governments, the inter-Korean issue was viewed as the 
concern of the central government and also of Seoul-based NGOs. With the 
participation of metrolevel local governments in aid to DPRK projects, many local 
governmental organizations and NGOs began to pay attention to those activities. 
Provincial councils and local media got more deeply involved in inter-Korean 
relationships. What was the most important change, above all else, was the fact 
that grassroot local governments began to participate in the aid to DPRK projects. 
Some provincial local governments, together with the smaller county governments 
within their spheres participate in the aid projects, stimulating the smaller ones at 
city and county levels to pay more attention to those projects. 

  
çó. Conclusion: Tasks for transition to development assistance

  It takes a long time for a developing country to develop socially and 
economically. A developing country needs not a short span of time like 10 or 20 
years, but a longer period of time like at least over 30 years, sometimes 50 years 
to advance into an industrialized society. South Korea is the first country in history 
which has succeeded to change itself from one receiving foreign aid to the one 
providing them. It received emergency relief grants from the international society 
from when it had been liberated from Japanese colonial control in 1945 to 1960. 
For a long time after it started full-scale economic development in 1961, it continued 
to receive development assistance from foreign governments and international 
organizations.19) Despite the long period of continuous economic growth in high 
rates since the 1960s unprecedented in world history, it did not move on from the 
status of a host country of development loan from the World Bank until 1996. It 
takes a long time for a country to grow economically enough not to receive 
foreign help. It is only possible when it succeeds in overcoming domestic and 
foreign challenges and managing various and dangerous factors. The fact that there 
are not many countries since World War 2 that have succeeded to develop 
economically and democratize themselves proves it.

  In this regard, it is hard to guess how long it will take for North Korea 
which is one of the poorest countries and suffers from chronic food shortage to 
develop into an advanced country. It seems that North Korea will need grants or 
assistance from the outside for at least 20 or 30 more years, let alone the past 10 
years.

19) For fifty years from 1945 to 1995, south Korea got the total amount of 12.776 billion dollars of 
public development assistance as the forms of either two-party or multi-party assistance. In addition to 
that, it also got 1.2 billion dollars of grants from civil grant organizations (international NGOs).
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(1) A vision of development in DPRK and a desirable future of unified Korea   
 

  When aid to DPRK exceeds the dimension of humanitarian help, it becomes a 
value issue. When the Roh administration decided to support North Korea in 
building SOC, it was a growth-centered ideology. So was the 10òk4 proclamation. 
What expresses it most frankly is the <non-nuclear weapons, open-door, GDP 
$3,000< suggested by the Lee administration. One of the ideas about aid to DPRK 
is that we need to invest in the North as part of the development strategy of 
South Korea. However, no matter how well decorated with the words <mutually 
beneficial cooperation<, the result is none other than economic colonization of North 
Korea. 

 On the other hand, there is a wide gap in the awareness of a desirable future 
of North Korea even among members of the South Korean civil society. For 
example, when environmental NGOs argue that the South should support building 
renewable energy facilities instead of supplying it with a large amount of 
electricity, there are different views on how practical it can be. That argument is 
likely to be misunderstood to mean that, while we South Koreans can stay 
dependent on nuclear energy and fossil fuels, we must prevent North Koreans from 
using those conventional energy sources. It is unpersuasive to try to impose the 
values of the civil society on North Korea without changing the South first.

 The reason why many nations that have suffered from colonization have been 
able to succeed in building their own states in the 20th century is that they 
dreamed of liberation and modernization. That is, the passions for liberation and 
modernization are linked with imaginations on new countries. After being liberated 
from Japanese suppression in 1945, the Koreans in the South and North had 
different dreams of what the ideal state was, resulting in the division of the nation 
and the breakout of war. Then, in what form does a new and unified Korea exist 
in our imagination? Where can we find the origins of our imaginations? In an 
attempt to answer these questions, it seems that we can prepare for our philosophy 
and strategy on development aid to North Korea.

(2) The establishment and promotion of an independent policy for aid to DPRK 

 To solve the food crisis of North Korea and to help North Koreans free 
themselves from the snare of poverty, help from the South is very important. South 
Korea, part of a divided country needed to be unified, needs to help the other part 
develop economically and socially. As a neighboring country, it also has moral 
responsibility to provide disaster grants and development assistance to the country 
in need. In other words, aid to DPRK is what the government should keep 
promoting consistently and for a long time, to manage the situations in the 
peninsula steadily, and for unification. 
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 Generally speaking, the ideals and purposes, basic principles, policy priorities, 
and promoting methods of an aid policy should be logically well-linked. To satisfy 
these requirements, advanced countries with sufficient experience in foreign aid are 
equipped with basic laws on foreign aid or aid charters. With these laws or 
charters, they can pursue aid policies independently with consistent principles and 
purposes. Since South Korea, however, does not have such a framework on 
overseas aid, aid to DPRK is sometimes linked with political and military purposes, 
or used to keep momentum in meetings between South and North. 

 As of now, 15 years have passed since aid to DPRK began in 1995. Few 
might have thought that it would last for such a long time when it was initiated. 
But now, many consider it as a policy issue that must be pursued on a long term 
basis. The development assistance of South Korea to North Korea has 
comprehensive aims of building an inter-Korean economic community, contributing 
to unification, and establishing the foundation of national integration after 
unification, as well as reducing poverty of the North and facilitating sustainable 
development. To realize these complex aims, and to promote them long term, the 
establishment and promotion of an independent policy for aid to DPRK is 
necessary.

(3) The establishment of an organization to deal exclusively with aid to DPRK 

 The South Korean government does not have an implementing organization or 
agency which is fully in charge of aid to DPRK. Though the Ministry of 
Unification is in charge of policies regarding the issue, it lacks an executive body. 
The promotion of development assistance, however, requires executing as well as 
developing policies. The fact that current works regarding aid to DPRK centered on 
sending fertilizer and rice are relatively simple and tend to be affected by changes 
of inter-Korean relations does not seem to be the reason for not establishing an 
organization to deal exclusively with aid to DPRK.

 The total expenditure of aid to DPRK was 348.8 billion won in 2007. This is 
similar to the amount of the Official Development Assistance(ODA) budget of 
Luxemburg ($370 million), or New |ealand ($320 million), and also is not too 
different from the ODA budget of South Korea in 2003 ($360 million). This 
amount is enough to build an organization for aid to DPRK.

 The organization can exist as an implementing department within the Ministry of 
Unification, if it is difficult as of now to be established as an independent organization 
like KOICA. In other countries, bodies that deal with foreign aid exist either as 
independent organizations or as departments within certain governmental organizations. 
Therefore, it seems reasonable to at least establish a small-scale but specialized 
implementing body within the Ministry of Unification, developing it according to 
the way situations develop.
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(4) The promotion of North- South dialogue on development assistance to DPRK

 To this day, we assumed that if the nuclear issue is solved, development 
assistance to DPRK will be promoted full scale. But it seems that we cannot be 
optimistic on the prospect of whether DPRK authorities will try to change its 
policies and institutions to receive development assistance, even if there is progress 
in the nuclear issue. It is also doubtful whether North Korea, if it does try to 
change policies and institutions, has the policy capacity to execute them. Many 
developing countries and countries undergoing regime-change have experienced 
numerous trial and error in the process of change. North Korea will not be an 
exception.

 In this regard, the current aid to DPRK projects will become an indicator that 
suggests the possibility of change in North Korea and its policy capacity. 
Apparently, the DPRK government has only kept an <intense control of aid 
activities to DPRK< and shown a short-sighted preference in which it paid attention 
only to <emergency aid< and the scale of aids, rather than showing a middle or 
long-ranged perspective. The primary counterparts in North Korea are people in 
charge of corresponding with South Koreans, more concerned with administrative 
management, and not specialists in related fields. Thus, the DPRK government does 
not yet appear to be prepared to receive development aid from South Korea.

 Therefore, in order to promote development assistance to DPRK, the effort to 
change North Korean policies and institutions must be carried out beforehand. 
Today, in spite of ups and downs, talks on the nuclear issue and human rights 
issues between DPRK and the international community are in process. At the same 
time, it is also necessary to promote dialogue on development assistance. Through 
these dialogues, DPRK should be pointed in the direction of solving its 
structuralized poverty. Therefore, even if it is before the efforts of the international 
community, South Korea must promote bilateral dialogue with Pyongyang about 
mutual cooperation for DPRK development. 
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