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South Korea's Official Aid Policy to North Korea: 
Objectives, Types, and Political Debates

PARK, Hyeong Jung 
Senior Research Fellow

 Korea Institute for National Unification

This paper was presented at the 2009 International Conference on Humanitarian and 
Development Assistance to DPRK: Current Humanitarian Situation and International 
Cooperation, convened on November 24-26, 2009 in Seoul, Korea.  

1. Purpose & Summary

This paper will review and analyze the objectives and types of South Korea's 
official aid policy to North Korea along with relative political debates ranging from 
the nation to the international community. 

Enduring through administration transitions and foreign diplomacy fluctuations, 
South Korea's aid policy agenda to North Korea has remained cohesive, in which six 
initiatives continue to be prominent: 1) promotion of inter-Korean economic cooperation, 
2) restoration and unification of national community, 3) compensation for denuclearization, 
4) reduction of inter-Korean military tensions, 5) management of inter-governmental 
relations, and 6) alleviation of humanitarian crisis. 

In addition, six major stakeholders have been influencing political and policy 
arguments regarding South Korea's official assistance to the North: South Korean 
liberals and conservatives, North Korean regime and its 'people', as well as hardliners 
and moderates from the international community. Also at this time, South Korean 
rice farmers have proven to be strong protagonists in favor of humanitarian assistance 
to North Korea.

However, the diversified objectives of those various groups have been the source of 
conflict for aid policy to the North. A prime example being humanitarian assistance 
given to the North Korean Government to improve inter-Korea relations, the response 
to those relevant policies range in skeptical criticism about whether or not humanitarian 
aid should be delivered directly to North Korean citizens under supervision. 

With the recognition of its roots forming in 2004-5 in the South Korean community, 
the concept of development aid is currently widely accepted by several NGOs and 
pundits, even though it has yet to succeed in transforming the current administration's 
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policy initiatives regarding assistance to North Korea.  

The Lee Myung-bak Administration has established two principles regarding its assistance 
policy framework to the North. First, it is essential that humanitarian assistance be parallel 
to humanitarian principles. Second, large-scale economic aid must be provided in 
alternating steps with progress in North Korea's denuclearization. 

Section Two of this paper examines the multiple objectives and four major policy 
initiatives by emphasizing on the combination of these objectives on the provision of 
aid to North Korea. Section Three illustrates domestic and international conflicts in 
relevance to this aid, and Section Four will provide a summary and evaluation of 
these conflicting policy perspectives.

2. Four Major Policy Initiatives on Aid to North Ko rea 

Irrespective of transition in governments, South Korean assistance to the North has 
been consistently embedded in six policy objectives: 1) facilitation of inter-Korean 
economic cooperation, 2) restoration and unification of national community, 3) compensation 
for denuclearization, 4) reduction of inter-Korean military tensions, 5) improvement of 
inter-governmental relations, and 6) humanitarianism. 

In consideration of various combinations and priorities among the aforementioned 
objectives, three major policy initiatives regarding assistance to the North have been 
devised: 1) formation of an inter-Korean economic community, 2) compensation for 
denuclearization and 3) humanitarian assistance. The prospective fourth major policy 
initiative will be the concept of developmental assistance.

An administration's liberal or conservative approach influenced its emphasis on 
certain objectives and its priority determination of the previously stated three initiatives. 
As for a liberal approach, the government had a stronger tendency to utilize aid to 
North Korea as an instrument for maintaining favorable relations with the North. 
In contrast, a conservative government had often required reciprocity for delivering aid 
to North Korea, a prominent condition being guaranteed progress in denuclearization. 

In the following, the three aid policy initiatives, commonly adopted by past Korean 
Governments, will be investigated, and thereafter the South Korea's reception of the 
concept of development aid will be reviewed.

A. Assistance for the Formation of Inter-Korean Economic Community
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Formed during the Roh Tae-woo Administration, the concept of economic 
cooperation between the two Koreas became one of the main pillars of the South 
Korean Government's initiatives on aid to the North. Inter-Korean economic cooperation 
has been perceived as easier to facilitate in comparison to its political or societal 
counterparts in which the first is mutually beneficial, and the others may provoke 
new conflicts. So in light of this, South Korean administrations pursued to further 
inter-Korean economic cooperation, striving to reestablish an inter-Korean economic 
community in the long run. The development of inter-Korean economic relations would 
facilitate cooperation in other areas, including reduction in military tension and allowance 
of political and social exchanges. To reach this goal, however, South Korea first had 
to provide assistance to the North.

Although the long-term goal is to restore the inter-Korean economic community, 
the preferred short and med-term objectives of facilitating inter-Korean economic 
exchanges have diverged among administrations. The Kim Dae-jung Administration sought 
to expand inter-Korean economic exchange while the Roh Moo-hyun Administration expressed 
that the best way to generate peace on the Korean peninsula was through the active promotion 
of economic cooperation through South Korea's assistance. In contrast, the current Lee 
administration regards the increased economic cooperation as a reward for North 
Korea's abandonment of nuclear weapons. 

B. Assistance for Compensating Denuclearization

The Roh Tae-woo, Kim Young-sam, Kim Dae-jung, Roh Moo-hyun, and Lee Myung- 
bak Administrations promised to provide large-scale economic assistance if North 
Korea was to abandon its development of nuclear weapons programs which in most 
cases implied that the delivery of economic assistance would be provided in phases 
along with the progressive abandonment of nuclear programs. In contrast, the Roh 
Moo-hyun Administration provided aid in advance to persuade North Korea to give 
up its nuclear weapons while the current Lee Administration places priority on the 
resolution of the nuclear issue prior to the provision of aid.

The aim of President Lee's aid policy to North Korea is represented in the 
'DenuclearizationOpennessVision 3000' proposal stating that the abandonment of 
nuclear weapons will be met with massive economic aid. The initiatives agenda 
underlining true change and opening up of the North, improvement of inter-Korea 
relations, and peace and stability on the Korean Peninsula and in Northeast Asia,1)

cannot be achieved without the resolve of the nuclear issue. Hence, by resolving the 

1) 17th Presidential Transition Committee, White Paper 1. Success and Sharing: Core policy tasks of the 
Lee Myung-Bak Government (2008) p. 186.
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nuclear issue, North Korea can be an eligible partner for the Inter-Korean Economic 
Community Cooperation Agreement. The Vision 3000 for DenuclearizationOpenness 
proposal, accompanying the phases of denuclearization, would open the North Korean 
economy and transform it to an export-led market economy under five major projects 
(economy, finance, education, infrastructure, and living conditions).2) First, free economic 
zones will be established to transform North Korea to an export-led economy. Second, 
a total fund of 40 billion USD over a period of ten years will be provided and its 
sources will be the inter-Korean Cooperation Fund, loans from international financial 
organizations, foreign investment, and Japan's contribution for diplomatic normalization 
with North Korea. Third, sector development and phase-by-phase cooperation will be 
implemented including railways, roads (New Kyung-yi Highway from Seoul to Shineuju, 
a North Korean border city to China etc.), ports, communications, and energy. Fourth, 
the establishment of a vocational training center, exchange of economic study groups, 
and the nurturing of North Korean economic experts through international organizations 
will be essential. Fifth, in order to elevate the living standards of North Korean 
citizens, assistance will be implemented through cooperative work of NGOs and 
government agencies, comprising of health, medicine, housing, water supply, drainage 
systems, agricultural cooperation, and forestation. 

C. Assistance for Humanitarian Alleviation

The idea to provide humanitarian assistance to alleviate dire economic conditions in 
the North emerged during the Roh Tae-woo Administration as a means to persuade 
the North Korean authorities to improve inter-Korea relations, and continues to be 
perceived in these terms.

In addition, this concept was not seriously challenged by the succeeding administrations 
of Kim Young-sam, Kim Dae-jung, and Roh Moo-hyun. The Kim Young-sam Administration 
provided the North with 150,000 tons of rice in 1995 as humanitarian aid without 
determination of target group and no obligation for the monitoring process. For the Kim 
Dae-jung Administration, humanitarian aid was also a tool implemented to achieve the 
following three political and diplomatic goals3): 1) deliver humanitarian assistance as 
compatriot support to the North, 2) deem the cost for humanitarian assistance as payment 
for peace maintenance and enhancing inter-Korean reconciliation and cooperation, and 
3) organize favorable foreign investment environments for the recovery of the South 

2) 17th Presidential Transition Committee, White Paper 1. Success and Sharing: Core policy tasks of the 
Lee Myung-Bak government (2008) p. 187.

3) Ministry of Unification, Four Years of North Korea Policy: The Road to Peace and Cooperation, Q&A 
p. 3; Ministry of Unification, Humanitarian North Korean Assistance: explaining the current status 
(2001. 5. 24). 
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Korean economy. Overall, the Kim Dae-jung Administration's goals for humanitarian 
aid to North Korea were rather complex intertwining humanitarian aid with political and 
diplomatic goals.

In regards to the Roh Moo-hyun Administration, assistance in the form of food aid 
was provided to the North due to humanitarian concerns with the intent to encourage 
a change in North Korea's behavior. Although President Roh considered food aid to 
be humanitarian assistance and did not directly link it with the nuclear issue, he 
emphasized that the aggravation of the nuclear situation could indirectly influence 
food aid and inter-Korea economic cooperation4). However, according to an official 
document released May 2003,5) which explains the objective of South Korea's food 
assistance to the North, does not use the term humanitarian aid. Instead, the document 
set forth four reasons for providing food aid to North Korea. First, the assistance 
strengthens the preservation of inter-Korea dialogue and cooperation so that apprehension 
of a crisis caused by the nuclear issue will not spread at home and abroad. Second, 
it encourages North Korean participation in inter-Korean dialogue enabling South 
Korea to take the lead. Third, it promotes reform and openness in North Korea 
which is set as the mid to long-term strategic goal. Fourth, with delivery of food to 
North Korea, the South would have more powerful means to influence North Korea's 
external behavior such as those pertaining to nuclear issues. 

In contrast to previous administrations, the current Lee Administration departs from 
this kind of humanitarian aid delivery to the North. First and foremost, the Lee 
Administration shelved the annual aid of 400,000-500,000 tons of rice and 300,000- 
350,000 tons of fertilizer. The following principles for humanitarian assistance to 
North Korea were made public June 20086). First, provision of humanitarian aid in 
parallel with the universal standard of humanitarianism and fraternity is essential. 
Second, South Korea will directly assist the North instead of using international 
agencies, while strengthening transparency in distribution on behalf of those North 
Korean citizens in need. Along with this, the South Korean Government will review 
whether to respond positively, upon official request of humanitarian assistance from 
the North. Third, national consensus regarding the severity of food shortage or 
natural disaster will be weighed considerably in deciding food aid delivery. Fourth, in 
response to receiving South Korea's humanitarian assistance, the North should be 

4) Ministry of Unification, Progress in North Korea Policy (2003. 6. 2); Ministry of Unification, Progress 
in North Korea Policy: Peace and Prosperity Policy and Major Issues in inter-Korea Relations (2003. 6. 
27); Ministry of Unification, Progress in North Korea Policy (2003. 5. 29).

5) Ministry of Unification, Background information related to rice aid to North Korea (2003. 5). 
6) Ministry of Unification, Current status of inter-Korea relations and Future North Korea Policy (2008. 8) 

p. 22.
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willing to resolve South Korea's humanitarian concern for separated families reunion 
and returning of abductees and prisoners from the Korean War. In 2009, the Lee 
Administration devised a budget so that rice, which had been provided as a loan 
before, is provided as a grant aid, while being firm in securing transparency in its 
distribution7). In September 2009 three principles for humanitarian aid8) were publicized:  
1) North Korean aid, based on fraternity and humanitarianism, will be provided 
regardless of the political situation, 2) aid will be targeted to the people in need, including 
infants and pregnant women, and 3) reinforcement of distribution transparency. Moreover, 
these principles have two implications. First, on the condition that North Korea accepts 
humanitarian aid from the South, it must also observe the rules for humanitarian aid. 
Second, humanitarian aid will be delivered for humanitarian purposes only, and will 
not be used as a means to persuade or engender the normalization of inter-Korea relations.

D. Still in the Making: Assistance for Development 

The term 'development aid' in regards to North Korea only emerged in 2004-2005 
in South Korean society. Initiated in 1995, aid to the North marked its tenth 
anniversary by 2005 and provided an opportunity for the two Koreas to reflect upon 
their efforts over the past decade.

The most notable aggravation coming from the North in September 2004, North 
Korea refused to adhere to the UN Consolidated Appeals Process for humanitarian 
aid, and instead requested development aid from 2005. In September 2005, the North 
Korean government officially notified the UN that it would no longer accept 
humanitarian aid but only development aid from 2006. Furthermore, it demanded UN 
organizations based in Pyongyang and representatives of international NGO offices to 
terminate all humanitarian aid projects by the end of the year.

Also, the South Korean NGOs aid community sought to modify aid patterns to the 
North to accommodate for development aid. At this time, as aid fatigue emerged due 
to the continuous exhaustion of emergency humanitarian aid provided to the North, 
development assistance was recognized as a self-sustainability opportunity for North 
Korea, and was preferred to dissipated food aid.

Although the concept of development aid was well known to South Korea's ODA 
related officials and institutions, it was still not a coined term among the community 
of inter-Korea relations experts. Since 2005, NGOs and pundits established a study 

7) Ministry of Unification, 2009 Business Plan; Report to the 281st National Assembly (Extraordinary 
Session) Foreign Affairs, Trade and Unification Committee (2009. 2. 19), p. 9.

8) In-Taek Hyun, Congratulatory Address in the Commencement of A World of Sharing, (2009. 9. 22).
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towards the concept of development cooperation of aid to the North and the learning 
process over the following five years researched this new concept and the method of 
application to inter-Korean aid relations and economic cooperation. Hence, a general 
consensus starting with the North Korea aid community has formed pertaining to 
development aid being the dominant method of aid delivery to the North. 

Despite progress, the concept is still considered unorthodox to the Korean public 
alongside most politicians and policy makers focused on inter-Korea relations. At 
best, the objective of promoting development aiming to provide economic and social 
advancement and support to reduce poverty9), has been implicitly included in the 
previous and current official initiatives agenda for massive aid to the North with 
includes the promotion of inter-Korean economic community, denuclearization compensation, 
and humanitarian alleviation. Furthermore, the Lee Administration's 'Denuclearization 
OpennessVision 3000' policy objectives promote economic growth in North Korea, and 
expresses the sole aim for 'humanitarian assistance' rather than 'development assistance'. 

3. Conflicts at home and abroad surrounding South Korea's aid to the North 

In relation to South Korea's policy of official aid to the North, there have been 
conflicts of humanitarian aid within domestic politics, and the Korean Government 
with the international community in which the crux lies in the difficulty of catching 
two birds with one stone; transforming the behavior of the North Korean authorities 
while helping those North Koreans in need. 

As used by past administrations under Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun, aid to 
the North has functioned as a political tool to improve inter-Korea relations by encouraging 
North Korea to change its behavior and thereby ease tensions between the two Koreas. 
Thus, this motive is the justification for directly providing aid to North Korean 
authorities. Two prominent examples of aid being a behavior changing tool for North 
Korea are the following. First, assistance was utilized as compensation for North 
Korea's mitigation of its provocative behavior and continuous participation in talks 
between the two Koreas. Second, used as an economic incentive, large-scale economic 
assistance would be provided by South Korea if the North were to abandon its 
nuclear programs. In addition, the concept of direct aid to North Korean authorities 
would prove be an effective method to expand South Korea's indirect influence into 
North Korea's society, such that by increasing contacts between the two Koreas under 
appropriate toleration of those authorities will thereby facilitate reform and openness 
in the North. 

9) Carol Lancaster, Foreign Aid: Diplomacy, Development, Domestic Politics (Chicago: the University of 
Chicago Press, 2007), p. 13.
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Outside of political objectives, these two past administrations also regulated aid as 
a means to assuage humanitarian sufferings and spark economic growth in North 
Korea. Hence, if these were considered as major initiatives of aid provision to the 
North, then it is essential that this type of aid is parallel to international humanitarian 
and development assistance policies.

However, the contradiction between aid as a political instrument for managing 
inter-Korea relations and alleviating humanitarian suffering has been conspicuous with 
South Korea's rice deliveries to the North as humanitarian assistance. The Kim Young-sam 
Administration provided 150,000 tons of rice to the North as humanitarian aid in 
1995. The Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun Administrations delivered 400,000- 
500,000 tons of rice six times as loans (from the period of 2000-2007, except for 
2001 and 2006).

With rice aid, the three administrations sought to achieve two conflicting objectives 
simultaneously. The official or more apparent goal was to provide humanitarian 
assistance to relieve the sufferings of North Koreans greatly affected by the food 
crisis, and at the same time, the implicit yet more important goal was to encourage 
North Korean regime's change in behavior , particularly to persuade cooperation to 
improve inter-Korean Governmental relations. 

In order for aid to be administered as humanitarian assistance, it must fulfill two 
criteria. First, the target beneficiaries must be the people and regions in need, rather 
than aid provision made accessible only by the North Korean Government and its 
designated delivery locations. Second, a well-monitored and transparent channel for 
ensured delivery to target beneficiaries is needed.

Therefore, if these two conditions were not met, then aid may not be categorized 
as humanitarian aid. The South Korean Government's attempt at 'humanitarian aid' by 
food delivery to the North was deemed unsuccessful, as it sent directly to the North 
Korean authorities instead of target beneficiaries, and did not properly manage the 
final destination of food supplies. 

The South Korean Government's two birds-one stone strategy created an imbalanced 
relationship between the two conflicting objectives in which more emphasis on one 
goal caused the other to be less viable, and vice versa. For instance, if the Korean 
Government's focus revolved around the alleviation of humanitarian sufferings of 
North Koreans then negotiation with North Korean authorities on identifying the 
target beneficiaries and monitoring the process of delivery must take place. As a 
result, this type of assistance would not benefit Northern authorities. In the case that 
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the Korean Government delivered supplies to North Korean authorities directly, and 
refrained from securing monitoring, then the latter may distribute those supplies to 
loyal groups instead of those in need. Consequently, this would directly profit North 
Korean authorities.

As for the Kim Young-sam Administration, the process of rice aid distribution was 
not deliberated, but in the consideration that this was a one-time event, serious 
concerns were not raised in South Korea. However, food assistance during the Kim 
Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun Administrations was executed six times over a period 
of eight years, and placed the subject on the domestic political table. Yet neither of 
these two administrations sought to monitor the use of food aid in the North, and 
focused on defending their method of aid delivery and its contribution to preserving 
normalized inter-Korea relations. 

In conclusion, political rather than humanitarian goals of the food aid were of 
greater priority for the Kim and Roh Administrations. In particular, the Roh Administration 
separated food aid from humanitarian purposes, and justified its management of inter- 
Korea relations. In short, the administration's approach was clearly for political and 
diplomatic objectives.

The food assistance agenda of South Korea's Government became the object of 
criticism in the international community. Some criticized the South Korean government 
for strengthening North Korean dictatorship through generous aid, while others scrutinized 
excessive food aid from the South as having an adverse influence weakening the 
negotiating powers of the World Food Program (WFP) on food distribution monitoring. 
In fact, a sharp contrast in the level of monitoring food distribution made by the 
Korean government and the WFP was revealed. In 2004 and 2005, the WFP provided 
366,000 tons and 215,000 tons of rice, respectively, to North Korean citizens in dire 
need during which monitoring visits of food distribution on an average were conducted 
440 times per month in 2004, and 388 times per month in 2005. Meanwhile, South 
Korea provided 400,000 and 500,000 tons of rice, respectively, but on-site visits to 
monitor the food distribution were made on only ten occasions in 2004, and twenty 
in 200510).

4. Summary and Evaluation

The two significant features of the South Korean Government's aid to North Korea 
are the multiplicity of objectives and stakeholders. The six main objectives of giving 

10) A Question of Survival: North Korea's Food Control and Hunger Crisis, Human Rights Watch, Volume 
18, No. 3(C), May, 2006.
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aid are the following: 1) promotion of inter-Korean economic cooperation, 2) restoration 
and unification of national community, 3) compensation for denuclearization, 4) easing 
of military tensions between the North and South, 5) maintenance and management of 
relations between the two authorities, and 6) alleviation of humanitarian suffering. Along 
with this, multiple stakeholders include South Korean liberals and conservatives, North 
Korean Government and people in need, and hardliners and moderates of the international 
community. Additionally, as extensive rice supply in the South Korean market became 
more serious, rice farmers have proven to be strong protagonists in favor of 
'humanitarian' assistance to the North.

The Korean Government's aid to the North has often caused conflicts at home and 
abroad for two reasons. First, the objectives of aid to North Korea were diverse often 
colliding in aim. Second, conflict among different stakeholders regarding proclaimed 
purposes and delivery methods occurred on a regular basis.

The Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun Administrations sought to maintain favorable 
relations with the North, and relied on direct assistance to Northern authorities by 
implementing 'humanitarian assistance' to the North as their prominent tool of influence. 
This type of aid delivery satisfied South Korean liberals, North Korean authorities, 
and in addition, the Chinese government with its similar methods of aid distribution to 
North Korea. On the contrary, South Korean conservatives, a part of the international 
community, and most likely, North Korean citizens in need did not approve of this 
particular aid delivery.

In contrast, the Lee Myung-bak Administration holds a different stance in regards 
to its policy initiatives agenda, announcing that South Korea's humanitarian assistance 
will be parallel to international norms of humanitarian aid giving. In a nutshell, humanitarian 
aid is no longer a means of managing inter-Korea relations, and the current administration 
expects to use aid as a compensation for North Korea's good behavior for taking measures 
towards denuclearization and openness. However, divided perspectives and conflicts 
regarding 'humanitarian aid' or any type of aid to North Korea are still present in 
these various stakeholders, in which Korean conservatives and international community 
approve of this proposal and others including policy makers in the government and 
politicians in the ruling party pursue steadfast utilization of this aid to normalize 
inter-Korea relations. 

The notion of development aid was recognized in 2004-2005 by small number of 
South Korea's North Korean policy experts. The immediate impetus originated in the 
North demand for development assistance in 2005, and in the critical reflection within 
the South that emergency assistance prolonged for an extent of time will not provide 
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any noticeable long-term results for the eradication of North Koreans' suffering.

In South Korea, discussions on development aid are still limited only to some 
pundits and NGOs. Though previous South Korea's aid initiatives included assistance 
for economic growth in the North, the main objective was to persuade the latter to 
change behavior rather than to boost development. A prime example being the Lee 
Myung-bak Administration's 'DenuclearizationOpennessVision 3000' Initiatives proposal, 
it anticipates large-scale assistance for promoting economic growth and enhancing living 
standards of the people in the North, but the norms and principles of development 
cooperation, advocated by international aid community, are not clearly recognized and 
embedded in the initiatives agenda. This circumstance prevails in spite of the fact that, 
in contrast to past administrations' emphasis on the 'uniqueness of inter-Korea 
relations, the Lee Administration adamantly proclaims to adhere to international rules 
and principles in its policy and assistance to North Korea. 
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