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FAO/WFP Crop and Food Assessments of DRPK 

 
Since the mid-1990s, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization and World Food 
Programme missions to the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea have conducted 
annual crop and food assessments in North Korea. (In several years, these surveys 
were not conducted.) In addition to forecasting national food production and household 
nutritional needs, these reports have commented upon the structural factors underlying 
North Korean agricultural production and access to food – namely, the role of markets 
and the incentive structures underlying the country’s agricultural policies. 
 
This issue brief excerpts FAO/WFP Assessment sections addressing the role of 
procurement, incentives, and markets in North Korea over the span of its work in the 
country in order to provide a window into how the UN organizations’ latitude to comment 
on North Korean government policies has changed over time. (Prior to 2003, when North 
Korea implemented limited economic reforms, the assessments did not discuss the role 
of government procurement policy.) This issue brief also includes the Assessments’ 
commentary on North Korea’s Public Distribution System, and the levels of access the 
FAO/WFP were allowed in assessing crop production and household needs.  

 

Structural Factors in FAO/WFP Assessments of DPRK Food Productions 

Procurement  

One of the major changes during 2012 has been the increase in the 
effective price of the major cereals by the introduction of a bonus, KPW 
10/kg for paddy, maize, wheat and barley. This was announced well in 
advance in time for the procurement of the early season crops. For the 
main-season crops, in relative terms, maize price increased by 50 
percent, which may have contributed to the production increase (10 
percent) of the crop in this year’s harvest. 
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PDS Distribution 

Thanks to a better supply of grain in the country this year, [PDS] 
rations in August and September (towards the end of the marketing 
year) could be maintained at an average of 310 grams per person per 
day, providing an equivalent of about 1 100 kcal energy intake. The 
ration sizes did not dip to the 2007/08 and 2010/11 levels of 150 to 200 
grams per person per day despite a failed early season and 
subsequent impacts of flooding and typhoon winds on the main 
harvest… More than 90 percent of PDS dependents expressed anxiety 
about not having enough food to eat. 



Incentives and 
productivity 

If this [procurement] system were to be changed so that the State 
acquires a certain quota level (or certain percent of the production) and 
lets the farmers keep the remainder for their own consumption and sell 
any surplus in farmers’ markets. This would provide an incentive for 
farmers to produce more, provided that input limitations do not 
constrain the production… In the medium to longer term, the Mission 
recommends the adoption of an incentive system through relevant 
changes in agricultural marketing to help elevate production and 
improve the country’s food security. 

Markets 

Lack of access to farmers’ markets at least for the produce over and 
above the allocated production quota remains a major limitation. A 
meaningful reform in the marketing system may provide necessary 
incentive to farmers to produce more on the cooperative farms as well 
as on their own small kitchen garden plots and help alleviate critical 
shortage of staple food in the country. 

Access 

Korean speaking international staff and consultants accompanied the 
teams in the field… This year for the first time the mission was able to 
carry out crop yield estimations by limited sample cropcutting using the 
same method as the cooperative farms to forecast crop yields. 

Procurement 

An important market reform, instituted in 2003, has officially recognised 
farmers’ markets and allowed them to operate in the country… 
Cooperative farms, however, do not have direct access to these 
markets to sell their staple food commodities. Any surplus over and 
above their grain allocation for home consumption must be sold to the 
State Food Procurement Agency (Food Administration Department). 
They also have to sell their non-cereals produce to the Agency that 
buys it for distribution through State Shops. 

PDS Distribution 

The average PDS ration between May and September 2011 was at or 
below 200 grams/person/day, reaching 150 grams/person/day in June 
2011. This drastic reduction in PDS rations was last experienced in 
2008, when it was maintained for four months, June through 
September. 

Incentives and 
productivity 

Longer term impacts of this wealth redistribution policy [2009 currency 
reform] are not yet clear but are likely to discourage private savings, 
investments and market activities resulting in a net negative impact on 
production and economic growth. 
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Markets 

Access to farmers’ markets at least for the produce over and above the 
allocated production quota may provide good incentive to farmers to 
produce more on the cooperative farm as well as on their own small 
kitchen garden plots and help alleviate critical shortage of staple food. 



Access 

The mission had unprecedented access to markets in the country, as 
did the RFSA earlier this year. All teams spent time surveying different 
markets and their attributes… A Letter of Understanding (LOU) signed 
by WFP and the National Coordinating Committee (NCC) has provided 
significant improvements in operating conditions for the current 
Emergency Operation, including increased access to beneficiaries, 
greater randomness in the system of monitoring assistance, and a 
minimum number of Korean-speakers as WFP international staff 
members. The LOU has been implemented without restrictions 

Procurement  

Cooperative farms… do not have direct access to these markets to sell 
their staple food commodities. Any surplus over and above their grain 
allocation for home consumption must be sold to the State Food 
Procurement Agency (Food Administration Department). They also 
have to sell their non-cereals produce to the Agency that buys it for 
distribution through State Shops. Several consumer markets, where 
food and non-food items are marketed operate in the country. The 
2008 CFSAM reported that market liberalization seemed to be 
apparent. However, this seems to have slowed down in the past year. 

PDS Distribution 

In 2009/10, [PDS] cereal rations distributed to non-farming households 
represented on the average 65 percent of the target ration, providing 
about 50 percent of the energy requirement… The Government 
meticulously runs the PDS to ensure that all regions and counties have 
food for its population. It provides fuel and transport for moving cereal 
from the cooperative where it is bought to public warehouses, prior to 

transporting to the food deficit regions.  

Incentives and 
productivity 

The short term food security implications of this policy change [2009 
currency reform] seem to be positive for the low-income households 
which did not have savings of more than KPW 100 000. The 
purchasing power of this group was increased since the prices of the 
basic commodities were reduced. However, the impact on prices in the 
open markets reportedly has been quite the opposite… Longer term 
impacts of this wealth redistribution policy are not yet clear but are 
likely to discourage private savings, investments and market oriented 
activities resulting in a negative impact on economic growth. 

Markets 

There has been an important market reform since 2003 when farmers’ 
markets were officially recognised and allowed to operate in the 
country for the first time… Access to farmers’ markets at least for the 
produce over and above the allocated quota production may provide 
good incentive to farmers to produce more on the cooperative farm as 
well as on their own small kitchen garden plots and help alleviate 
critical shortage of staple food. 
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Access 

The Mission has recommended the targeting of food assistance to the 
most vulnerable populations, particularly children, pregnant and 
lactating women and the elderly without support from relatives as well 
as low income PDS dependent households. There will be need to 
conduct regular monitoring and evaluation (M&E) missions to ensure 
that food assistance programmes are reaching the intended 
beneficiaries as well as achieving required results. Access to 
households and communities will be critical to ensuring that M&E 
information is collected and analyzed. 



Procurement  N/A 

PDS Distribution 

The Government tried to revive the PDS in October 2005 which led to 
some improvements but before long it reverted back to pre-revival 
levels… Erratic PDS-rations were also confirmed during interviews with 
government officials (in Pyongyang and in the counties) and with 
households. The PDS-ration across the country was 150 grams per 
person per day between June and September 2008, about one quarter 
of nutritional requirement. 

Incentives and 
productivity 

Increased market liberalization has helped, but producers must still 
overcome many constraints to enjoy the fruits of their labour, even 
though they readily accept that the larger share of their output should 
be redistributed to the rest of society. In addition, over the last few 
years, some of potentially most profitable components of the 
cooperatives (orchards, silkworm raising, some of the marine fisheries) 
have been turned over to specialized national agencies. Home garden 
production is spared incentive and institutional issues, and is highly 
productive, unlike hillside or slope agriculture. 

Markets 

These developments, combined with increasingly widespread and 
developed informal domestic trade networks, are taking the country 
further along the path where a centrally planned system and a limited 
market economy coexist. 
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Access 

Analysis of the number of food insecure persons reveals that some 
remain out of reach either due to remoteness and terrain or because of 
current restrictions on access. It is therefore recommended that efforts 
be made to reach these counties/locations. An easing of access 
restrictions to these locations would be a very significant step towards 
assessing and verifying the food security and nutritional status of 
households and individuals in these locations, and ultimately to 
responding to any needs so established. 

Procurement  

There has been an important market reform since June 2003 as 
farmers’ markets for the first time were officially recognised in the 
country. In addition to vegetables, potatoes and green maize from 
kitchen gardens, a variety of consumer goods are sold in these 
markets. Cooperative farms, however, do not have direct access to 
these markets to sell their staple food commodities (over and above 
their grain allocation for home consumption) because these have to be 
sold to the government procurement agency. 
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PDS Distribution 

Despite the low PDS prices, PDS-dependent households spend on 
average one-third of their monthly income on PDS food alone. As it 
provides only 50 percent of their calorie requirements, other sources of 
food have to be found to complement their needs. Their ability to 
obtain additional food is however heavily limited by their low incomes 
and the high food prices on the market 



Incentives and 
productivity 

If allowed, farmers’ markets throughout the country can play an 
important role in this new incentive-based system. It is recommended 
that in addition to providing urgently needed food aid, the Government 
and the International Community enter into a policy dialogue to set an 
enabling framework to mobilize the economic, financial and other 
assistance needed to promote sustainable food production and overall 
food security 

Markets 

Since the introduction of economic policy adjustments implemented in 
mid-2002, both informal and semiformal markets have mushroomed 
dramatically, providing produce from private plots and other goods and 
services, and thus opportunities to obtain food commodities outside of 
PDS and State Shops have also increased. On the other hand, food 
prices in the market have sky rocketed and many urban workers are 
suffering a reduction in their already meager household income as a 
result of the downward trend in industrial productivity. 

Access 

WFP has no information about the food situation of people living in the 
non-accessible counties, thus there is a concern that some very 
vulnerable people are left without assistance; The Government still has 
not provided a comprehensive list of all institutions that benefit from 
WFP’s assistance, despite repeated requests; WFP has very limited 
access to consumer markets (only one market accessible in 
Pyongyang) and state shops, which is very important to obtain 
complete information for its household food economy analyses 

Procurement  

There has been an important market reform since June 2003 as 
farmers’ markets for the first time are officially recognised in the 
country. In addition to vegetables, potatoes and green maize from 
kitchen gardens, a variety of consumer goods are sold in these 
markets. Farmers, however, do not have direct access to these 
markets to sell their staple food commodities (over and above their 
grain allocation for home consumption) because these have to be sold 
to the government procurement agency. 

PDS Distribution 

Special attention should also be given to the low income PDS-
dependants in highly urban areas who may have been recently 
displaced or under-employed due to the effects of the economic 
reforms. One mechanism would be to directly target these people and 
to provide them with WFP food through the PDS… An alternative 
mechanism would be an expansion of the current FFW programme, 
under which participants are selected from among workers in under 
productive factories. 
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Incentives and 
productivity 

If allowed, farmers’ markets throughout the country can play an 
important role in this new incentive-based system. It is recommended 
that in addition to providing urgently needed food aid, the Government 
and the International Community enter into a policy dialogue to set an 
enabling framework to mobilize the economic, financial and other 
assistance needed to promote sustainable food production and overall 
food security. 



Markets 

Due to the inability of many factories to pay the full wages as a result 
of their low output or sales, and the proportionally steep increase in 
PDS and market prices compared with the increase in wages, it is 
especially the workers’ households with one income earner and with 
many dependents that find it difficult to cope… Collected information 
indicates that prices in markets are too high to enable families to 
adequately supplement their diets. Prices for rice and maize are 
reportedly 3 and 3.5 times as high as the PDS prices, and about 
double the 2002 market levels, indicating a steep erosion of the 
already low purchasing power. 

Access 

Some issues are still a matter of concern:  

- WFP has no information about the food situation of people living in 
the non-accessible counties, thus there is a concern that some very 
vulnerable people are left without assistance;  

- The Government still has not provided a comprehensive list of all 
institutions that benefit from WFP’s assistance, despite repeated 
requests; 

- WFP staff is not allowed to select interviewees at random;  

- WFP has no access to consumer markets and state shops, which is 
indispensable to obtain complete information for its household food 
economy analyses; and  

- The Government still refuses to grant visas for WFP staff to be 
assigned to DPRK if they are nationals of Japan, the ROK or the USA. 

PDS distribution 

For the marketing year 2001/02, rations channelled to over 15 million 
non-farm consumers through the Public Distribution System (PDS) 
were 48 percent higher than in the previous year and more food was 
available in farmers' markets in most parts of the country… However, 
notwithstanding these positive developments, the Mission noted with 
concern the continuing significant disparities in access to food, the 
worst affected being urban populations in general, those living in food 
deficit areas of the North and North-east, and certain particularly 
vulnerable groups within the population as a whole. 

Incentives and 
productivity 

At the end of the Mission, the Government introduced changes in the 
pricing and wage structures. The Mission did not receive sufficient 
information on these changes. However, the UN system in the DPRK 
is currently collecting information on the scope of the changes and 
analysing their potential implications. 
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Markets 
Overall access to food outside of the PDS has improved, with 
additional cereals and vegetables available for purchase in state shops 
and urban markets. 



Access 

WFP is encouraged by positive long-term trends in monitoring, which 
are allowing it to gain a better understanding of household food 
security and enhance its programming. The international community 
now enjoys access to 163 of the 206 counties in the country and 
monitors are able to collect and analyse a wider range of information 
than in the past. Notwithstanding these improvements, WFP remains 
concerned, as noted above, that it is not in a position to appraise the 
food security situation in inaccessible counties, where it is almost 
certain that there are highly vulnerable groups in need of food 
assistance. WFP expects to receive very shortly from the Government 
a list of beneficiary institutions, which will serve to provide a greater 
degree of randomness in the monitoring process. 

PDS distribution N/A 

Incentives and 
productivity 

The continuing severe food shortages over the past several years have 
led to the virtual exhaustion of coping possibilities at various levels - 
the national, provincial and household. Unless there is substantial 
improvement in the country's overall economic situation, DPR Korea 
will remain unable to import much food or agricultural machinery and 
other inputs to enable the country's high-input agricultural system to 
improve its performance very much. Given persistent food shortages 
over the past six years, the national authorities, local administrations 
and cooperatives have been seeking to mobilize resources and human 
effort as much as possible and there is not a great deal more that they 
can possibly do in this regard. 

Markets 
The households have been utilizing their tiny family plots as best as 
possible in producing vegetables, potatoes, etc. and in rearing rabbits, 
pigs, chickens, goats, etc. Many participate in informal food markets.  
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Access 

Considerable progress has been made over the years in the 
monitoring of the distribution of WFP assistance. Even so, the 
restrictions placed by the Government on WFP's monitoring need to be 
relaxed so that the monitoring of WFP assistance can be further 
improved. The Government has agreed to provide WFP with a list of all 
beneficiary institutions. 

PDS distribution 

The Public Distribution System (PDS) is becoming less crucial in the 
household food economy, for PDS recipients, than hitherto. Currently it 
is estimated that the PDS provides around one third of cereal needs, 
with the remainder coming from various other sources including direct 
province to province transfers, arrangements between co-operative 
farms and industries and farmers markets. 

Incentives and 
productivity 

N/A 
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Markets 
Overall, since natural disasters between 1995 and 1997, a number of 
vital coping strategies have evolved to counter food shortages. These 
include… growing market activity. 



Access 

Food aid is only distributed to accessible counties. Food aid 
monitoring provides an invaluable method for fine tuning future 
food aid targeting, particularly in view of variation in the 
availability of food through out the country. In general the quality 
of access has improved, with greater flexibility in visiting 
arrangements and more visits allowed to rural beneficiaries. 
Currently, WFP has access to 163 counties out of a total of 211, 
where an estimated 84 percent of the population live.  

PDS distribution 

A group that has fallen through the safety net, provided by food aid, 
includes families of industrial, office and professional workers, who 
have no members receiving WFP rations. Consequently, the October 
1998 mission recommended programme food aid to be channelled 
through the PDS system, to meet the needs of these families. There 
has, however, been no donor response to this recommendation. 

Incentives and 
productivity 

Unfortunately, efforts by the country to redress the chronic food 
problems through meticulous planning and intensive management of 
agriculture have had limited long term benefits in view of the scale of 
the problem and its root causes. Irrespective of the incredibly high level 
of emphasis and care that is given to food production nationally, food 
output this year, even under an optimistic weather scenario, will remain 
well below needs as productivity remains highly constrained by lack of 
land and sufficient fertiliser and energy for mechanisation and irrigation 
on which the sector depends heavily. 

Markets 

Such [non-agricultural] families have hitherto depended almost entirely 
on PDS rations. As food distributions ceased in April 1999, they have 
had to rely on alternative foods which have limited nutritional value. 
Moreover, the capacity of these groups to procure food in farmers' 
markets is highly limited, either because they are in non-agricultural 
areas and/or have limited resources to procure sufficient quantities.  
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Access 

As of the beginning of June 1999, 163 counties are accessible for 
international food aid. It is not possible to ascertain the food supply 
situation for the 15.6 percent of the population living in the remaining 
48 counties. Information on these counties is not available. It has been 
noted that the majority of these counties are located in mountainous 
areas with limited possibilities for agricultural production. 
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PDS distribution 

The food supply situation remains precarious and is expected to 
worsen over the next two critical months as stocks become exhausted, 
the Public Distribution System (PDS) ceases operation in many areas 
and coping mechanisms become increasingly strained. At the 
household level, the Mission observed that families formerly dependent 
on the PDS for supplies are becoming increasingly reliant on savings 
from rations in earlier months, vegetables produced on family plots, 
alternative foods, such as wild herbs/plants and berries and on food 
contributions from relatives in agricultural areas. 



Incentives and 
productivity 

In the last three years of extreme adversity, the national and collective 
resolve of the people of Korea DPR to address their food and 
agricultural problems has also been impressive… The potential 
severity of food related problems has also, to some extent, been 
lessened by sharing of supplies and ensuring equitable distribution… It 
is vital that the Government address the major issue of how the 
industrial and other important sectors in the economy are to be 
revitalized to generate the much needed foreign exchange to support 
domestic food production. In the absence of such interventions, 
prospects for future food supply in Korea DPR remain extremely fragile 
even without emergencies. 

Markets 
Important mechanisms for coping with food shortages include… 
Cultivation of family plots… Purchases or exchanges at peasants’ 
markets, which are gaining in importance. 

Access 

The assessment was based on discussions with Government 
Ministries and Departments; UN, bilateral agencies and NGOs based 
in the country and on field visits to selected areas. These included 
visits to 8 of the country’s 12 provinces and municipalities, namely; 
South Hamgyong and North Kangwon in the east; South and North 
Hwanghae and South and North Pyongan in the west, Chagang in the 
North and Pyongyang City.  

PDS distribution 

Moreover, although in the past it was assumed that food was 
distributed reasonably equitably throughout the population through 
institutional structures such as the Public Distribution System (PDS) it 
is evident that, in the wake of serious food shortages, food 
consumption is becoming more polarised in society with some 
provinces and groups consuming more than others. 

Incentives and 
productivity 

During the last two years, Food for Work activities have been very 
successful and well appreciated both by the beneficiaries and by 
government. The mission recommends to increase these activities in 
order to support land rehabilitation activities and to stimulate other 
employment generating activities for a large part of the industrial 
workforce which is presently under-employed due to a stagnant 
economy. 

Markets 

It is also becoming more evident that alternative mechanisms to 
access food, such as private markets and special outlets operated by 
individual employers, are gradually growing in importance. Access to 
such mechanisms, however, are highly dependent on individual 
circumstance. 
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Access 

Dealing with the international relief community and with procedures 
linked to foreign food assistance is new in Korea DPR. Nonetheless, a 
well functioning public administration and an elaborate public food 
distribution network greatly facilitate the distribution and accounting of 
food assistance. A limited amount of spot checks with distribution 
centres carried out by the mission proved a high level of accountability. 
However, greater transparency in food aid distributions is still needed 
and in this respect the Government is urged to provide and facilitate 
more information and greater random access to distribution centres 
and different parts of the country.  



PDS distribution 

Perhaps the most important reason that there was no wide scale 
famine during the year, was an effective Public Distribution System, 
which ensured food, albeit at much reduced levels, to the entire 
population. In Korea DPR the effects of food shortages have been 
uniformly spread over the population and the PDS, has proven itself to 
be a highly effective channel for food assistance. 

Incentives and 
productivity 

Another approach, and one highly appropriate to Korea DPR, is food-
for-work. The PDS has traditionally provided for specific higher rations 
(900 instead of 700 grams) for heavy labour, but these were 
discontinued during the summer of 1996 and have so far not been 
restored… International food aid could be used very effectively to 
provide the additional quantity of food that would be needed to restore 
heavy work rations and in this way encourage the implementation and 
completion of a large number of urgent public works, related to the 
clearing of land and repair of infrastructure affected by the floods.  

Markets 
Other measures, again not statistically well documented, include… a 
certain liberalization or at least tolerance of private markets. 
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Access 

The evaluation is based on discussions with Government Ministries 
and Departments, UN and bilateral agencies based in the country and 
on field visits to important agricultural areas, including north and south 
Hwanghae, Kangwon, south Pyongan and Pyongyang. 

PDS distribution 

Considerable scope exists, therefore, for donors to assist Korea DPR 
with balance of payment support through the provision of programme 
food assistance for distribution through the PDS. Up to 1.2 million tons 
of food aid could be used in this manner. Cheaper cereals, maize, 
maize meal, wheat and wheat flour should be supplied. The relevant 
national authorities have accepted that this is necessary. 

Incentives and 
productivity 

Almost ideal baseline conditions exist in Korea DPR for food-for-work. 
The country's principle of "juche" or self-reliance means that the mass 
mobilization of the population to undertake community work projects is 
guaranteed. In order to inject food aid into rural areas, to promote 
agricultural production, FFW could be used to repair the damaged 
dykes and infrastructure caused by the floods, to terrace hillsides to 
expand the area under cultivation and to increase the amount of arable 
land through tidal reclamation projects. 

Markets N/A 
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Access 

The Mission held lengthy discussions with various Government 
agencies, in particular those responsible for agriculture, state planning 
and economics and finance. Discussions were also held with 
representatives of other UN bodies. In addition, field visits were made 
to North Pyongan and South Hwanghae provinces, which are key 
agricultural areas, to assess (ex-post) the flood damage to agricultural 
areas, harvested crops and required remedial measures. 
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2008: http://www.fao.org/docrep/011/ai475e/ai475e00.htm 
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