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The problems surrounding North Korean defectors have recently been gaining
international attention. The issue is taking a new turn after President George
W. Bush signed into law the North Korean Human Rights Act in October
2004. The North Korean defector issue is complicated by the fact that their sta-
tusis affected by internationd law, South Korean law, and by bilateral agree-
ments between Chinaand North Korea.

There are several ways to look at the North Korean defector issue.
Progressive South Korean interest groups disregard North Korean human
rights, but conservative South K orean interest groups emphasize North Korean
human rights as the most important issue. The progressive camp is interested
in defectors’ living conditions, the right to return to North Korea, and the caus-
s behind North Korean defections. On the other hand, the conservative camp
uses the defector issueto criticize the North Korean government, and it isinter-
ested in connections with the international community to pressure North
Korea These different views conflict with the issue of North Korean human
rights, and they involve heated politica friction over North Korea. The differ-
ence is that one side believes problems with North Korea can be solved
through tolerance and active cooperation while the other believes the problems
can only be solved with pressure.

The North Korean defector issue is intertwined with complicated relations
between North and South Koreas, and China and the United States, and no
clear solution is in sight. It is not easy to find an immediate solution to this
complex issue, but the most urgent is to provide basic human rights to North
Korean refugees.
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I ntroduction

The problems surrounding North Korean defectors have recently been gaining
internationa attention. China, the United States, Mongolia, Japan, South Korea
and al of Northeast Asia focused their atention on this problem when a group
of North Korean defectors fled to the Spanish Embassy in Beijing in March
2003. Furthermore, the issue is taking a new turn after President George W.
Bush signed into law the North Korean Human Rights Act in October 2004.

The North Korean defector issueis complicated by the fact that their statusis
affected by internationa law, South Korean law, and by bilateral agreements
between China and North Korea. There has been no clear decision whether they
are economicdly displaced persons, refugees, or illega immigrants And for-
eign relations between China, North and South Korea have been complicated by
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that have intervened to assist North
Korean defectors.

Various dternative plans for solving the North Korean defector problem are
clashing and causing discord. South Korea's officid postion is that it respects
the human rights of North Korean defectors and alows them to come to South
Korea, but in the case of North Korean defectors in China, Seoul exercises sdlf-
restraint and only intervenes with “quiet diplomacy.” On the other hand, NGOs
are actively assisting North Koreans in their efforts to flee North Korea and
bring them to South Korea, and these NGOs are demanding that the South
Korean government aso intervene and provide active support. On the other
hand, some people who have observed the reasons for North Korean defections
are emphasizing the importance of providing economic assistance to North
Korea so that its economy can recover and thus end the flow of North Korean
defectors. In addition, out of respect for the intentions of North Korean defec-
tors, it isimportant to bring them to South Korea, but some people believeit is
aso important to give them permission to return to North Korea if they chose to

1. The lega status of North Korean defectors is a difficult issue in many respects. It is unclear
whether they should all smply be called “defectors’ or if they should have separate designa
tions according to their motivations for having fled North Korea. Therefore, South Korea's
Ministry of Unification officially has been using the term italjumin (seceded citizens). However,
this concept is unsatisfactory because it classifies everyone who flees North Korea into one
group. It is difficult to find one genera concept that applies to al North Korean defectors, but
wewill try to introduce terminology that appliesto most North Korean defectors.
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do s0. Despite the fact that every time a person flees North Korea it becomes a
problem for each and every individua, the North Korean defector issue is indi-
rectly intertwined with severd other issues. In particular, the defector issue can
become an obstacle to progress in inter-Korean relations, and the South Korean
government isworried that the issue could quickly spread into a greater problem
for al of Northeast Asa

This paper explores the causes and conditions of the North Korean defector
issue. Furthermore, it points out that their conditions are degenerating into vari-
ous means of palitical conflict in a dead angle of politics and human rights.
Based on redlity, then it will present a series of proposals for improving their
conditions. These recommendations are only suggestions and this issue will
require more attention in the future.

Reasonsfor North K orean Defections
1. Classfication of defectors

North Korean defections clearly started to increase when North Korea began to
experience saevere economic difficulties. The North Korean economy gdarted to
contract after the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the sociaist countriesin
Eagtern Euraope in the late 1980s. Economic problems were exacerbated by the
death of Kim Il Sung in 1994 and by natural disasters that included massive
floods. Thus began large-scale defections of North Koreans across the Amnok
(Yalu) River in search of food in order to survive. Specificaly, North Koreans
had two choices to overcome their fears of disease and hunger due to the severe
food shortages. They could go to farm areas to get food and sdll it to make
money, or they could go to China and receive help from relatives or Korean-
Chinese to acquire food. Therefore, in the beginning most people fleeing North
Korea were doing it sustain their livelihoods rather than fleeing for politica
objectives. Mogt of these people traveled to China to get food from relatives or
Korean-Chinese and then returned to North Korea to support their families. To
this day, the proportion of North Koreans who return after aying in Chinais il
high. According to a recent poll of about 100 North Korean defectors over two
years, 34 percent desired to return, 21 percent wanted to settle in China, and 41
percent wished to go to South Korea—less than the mgjority (Jo Cheon Yeon
2004). If we take into congideration that such results of the polls became available
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fairly recently, the percentage of North Koreans who were desirous of defecting
to South Koreaiin the early stage of mass defection would have been less.

On the other hand, the number of defectors who desire to flee to South Korea
has been rising since 2000, and as North Korean defectors get accustomed to
more freedom after having lived in China it becomes more difficult for them to
return to North Korea. At first, most North Koreans flee to sustain their liveli-
hoods, but gradually they join “the resistance against the system” or they
become “refugees for freedom.” This change begins after they flee to sustain
themsalves, but whether they originally intended to or not, their character begins
to change to reflect an attitude of seeking freedom.

If we disaggregate North Korean defectors, they broadly fit into three main
categories. The first group is comprised of those who smply go to China to
obtain food and return to North Korea. The second group has Koreans who are
residing in China looking for work and a place of refuge. The third group
includes those who are defecting to South Korea or other countries (Kang Kwon
Chan 2003: 170). According to recent research, most defectors usualy stay no
longer than three months in China, and they immediately return to North Korea,
or desire to return, after having acquired the food and consumer items they need
(Kang Kwon Chan 2003). It is difficult or impossible to classify these people as
insurgents against the regime. On the other hand, the third type, which is a
minority, can be considered political refugees or defectors seeking freedom.
Nevertheless, most of these people do not defect for political reasons initialy,
but they are gradudly transformed after their experience in China. The most
controversial defectors are those in the second group who are looking for work
and refuge in China. These people do not want to return to North Korea, and
they have no strong desire to go to South Korea. They generaly want to contin
ue residing in China. Among these people, some want to stay in China perma
nently, while others want to return to North Korea after having earned money
over a certain period of time, or after North Korea has opened up and become
liberdized. Therefore, the uncertainty over their persona identity and socid sa
tus is a serious problem, and some of these people eventualy choose to go to
South Korea. The proportion of defectors who make this choice according to the
amount of time they have spent in Chinais described in the following table.

According to the figuresin Table 1, over 50 percent of North Korean defec-
tors return to North Korea after having stayed in China less than three months,
and over 70 percent return after six months. Mogt of these people fdl into the
first category of defectors. About 30 percent of defectors stay for over six
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Table 1l North Korean Refugees Length of Stay in China

Length of stay Number of refugees Percentage Cumulative per centage
<15days ... 6,729 224 384
<onemonth ........ 4,476 16.0 50.3
<threemonths ... 3,327 119 71.1
<gxmonths -...... 5815 209 89.0
<oneyear .......... 5,001 17.8 100.0
<threeyears ... ... 3,085 11.0 100.0
Totd ................ 28,472 24

Source: Joeun Beotdeul (Good Friends, 1999b).

months, and they are generdly in the second and third category of defectors?

If we disaggregate North Korean defectors by type, the overwhelming
majority fals into the first category, and the least number falls into the third.
However, the second and third types of defectors have been increasing since
2000. We can surmise that either those defectors who initialy defect with the
intentions described in the first category change, or that more people in North
Korea are receiving information from outside the country and then take bold
actions to flee the country. Therefore, we can classify North Korean defectors
according to their political intentions, and that they flee to sustain their liveli-
hoods or out of resistance to the regime. If we consider the complexities of the
motivations behind North Korean defections, they can be categorized as 1) sm-
ple defection, 2) complex/mixed motive defection, and 3) conscientioudy moti-
vated defection. Furthermore, as the categories of defectors change, we can add
categories of defectors who leave North Koreain search of freedom and those
who arefleeing persecution.®

2. These figures are derived from direct surveys conducted by Joeun Beotdeul (Good Friends), a
Buddhist NGO that has been assisting North Korean defectorsin Y anbian Korean Autonomous
Prefecture (in Jilin Province) and three other provincesin northeast China. The usefulness of the
dataislimited since the surveys were conducted in 1999.

3. In this case, we are referring to those defectors who leave with simple mativations but who
change their motivations after having left North Korea and being shocked by their exposure to
the outside world. In generd, those with simple motivations are influenced by the concept of
freedom or liberdism and then they expect to enter or join a capitalist system. The mgjority of
defectors in China who wish to go to South Korea are those who flee seeking freedom. On the
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2. Background on North Korean Defections before 2000

Famine has been the greatest cause of North Koreans fleeing the country. The
food shortages of the mid-1990s caused the crisis and a large number of deaths
from gtarvation. Thiswas the background that encouraged North Koreansto flee
the country. But instead of improving, the food problem apparently became a
chronic problem on top of the country’s continuing economic crisis. Depending
on the estimate, hundreds of thousands of North Koreans died during the famine
of the mid-1990s. This was caused by the central government having lost its
ability to govern. In particular, individuals were | eft to their own measures when
previoudy they had depended upon the government to supply food. At the time
of North Korea's food shortages, the central government was pardyzed.

As shown in Table 2, North Kored's food shortage became severe in 1994
but began to gradualy improve due to international aid. In the early stages,
North Kored's food shortage began in the mountainous region of Hamgyeong
Province in the northeastern part of the country before the food crisis became
common throughout the rest of the country and triggered a flow of refugees
across the border. According to the testimony of witnesses, the number of North
Koreans began to increase significantly from 1997 in the areas heavily populat-

Table2 North Korean Food Supply and Demand
(Units: Million tons)

Year 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002
Demand 576 569 576 580 578 583 541 551 518 529 6.20
Supply 442 426 383 412 345 369 349 389 422 359 395
Shortage 133 142 188 167 233 214 192 162 09% 13# -
Imports 083 109 049 09% 105 163 104 107 - - -

Total shortage 050 033 139 071 128 051 0.88 055 - - -

*Note: 1) Thetota demand for 2002 is partidly based on the shortages up to and prior to 2001.
2) Supply isthetota of domestic production for the year.
3) Importsinclude purchases by North Koreaand foreign aid.

**Source: South Korean Ministry of Unification (2005).

other hand, this includes criminas who flee North Korea after having committed crimes, and
those who travel to Chinalegaly and commit crimesin Chinaand then try to defect from North
Koreaand seek refugein athird country.
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ed by Korean-Chinese* North Korea's economic crisis and the resulting food
shortage can be divided into the following stages.

Table3 Stages of North Korean Defections

Stage Period Characterigtic

Return to North K orea after receiving food or
assgtance from relativesin China

The number of refugees seeking to visit their

Second  Nov.1994~Qct. 1995  reativesin Chinaincreases'The number of

refugeesin hiding and living in Chinaincreases

Third Nov. 1995 ~Dec. 1996 A sgnificant inflow of refugeesto Chinabegins

The number of North Korean defectorsincreases
dramatically

*Source: Kim Ji Hui, Lee Myeong Geun, and Mun Suk Jee (2000: 140).

First Oct. 1993 ~ Oct. 1994

Fourth  Jan. 1997 ~

During the 1990s, North Korean refugees were “pushed out” of North Korea
due to the poor economic conditions. The following table on the motivations of
North Korean refugees supports this view.

Table4 Top Motivationsfor Defecting

Rank Motivation for leaving North Korea F([)?‘ﬂwe{]‘s Per centage
1 Tosaisfy hunger and survivefamine ........................ 165 817
2 Heard that people can work and earn money in China - . 152 75.2
3 Tosupport my family inNorthKorea - ... oo 102 50.5
4  Becauseother peopleweregoingtogowithme ............ 5 371
5 TomaryaChinesecitizen ... ... 32 158
6  Immediate family or people around me persuaded or invited me 17 84
7 Becauseof persona debt - 8 40
8  Sold and sent to Chinawithout being awareof it ... 1 05

*Source: Kim J Hui et d. (2000: 145).

4. According to interviews and surveys done with refugees in China, the number of North Korean
refugees began to increase in early 1997 and theredfter the refugee problem began to worsen
(Kim J Hui et a. 2000: 140).
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Table5 Mativationsfor Defectors Who Arrived in South Korea after 2000
(Units: Persons and percentage)

Period Survival-  Fear of Disatified Accompan Settledin  Family oth
e Hardship Punishment withtheSysem ied Others  China Discord ther

2000 127(407) 66(212) 52(167) 51(163) 13(42)  2(06)  1(03) 312
2001 203(503) 73(125) 33(57) 171(293)  7(12)  203)  4(06) 583
2002 606(532) 9382 96(84) 259(227) 37(32) 3934) 908 1139
2003 T774604) 80(62) 123(95) 194(151) 46(36) 5341) 11(09) 1281
Jne2004 463(609) 44(58) 6383) 148195  203) 3951  1(0) 760
Totd 2263555 356(87) 367(9.0) 823(202) 105(26) 135(33)  26(0.6) 4075999

Total

* Percentages are rounded so total percentage does not sum to exactly 100 percent.
** Source: South KoreaMinistry of Unification (2005).

It appears that little has changed since 2000. The overwhelming majority of
North Korean defectors who have arrived in South Korea also say their prime
motivation was surviva.

According to these data, it is impossible to solve the cause of the North
Korean refugee problem without addressing North Korea's economic problems.
Furthermore, whether North Korean defectors settle in China or go to South
Korea, they are beginning to exert efforts to help their relatives in North Korea
flee as well. Despite the fact that North Kored's economic problems have been
the main impetus for defections, North Korean motivations have gradually
begun to change since 2000.

3. Changes and New Reasons for North Korean Defections after 2000

After 2000, the number of North Korean refugees has generally decreased. The
first reason is that the North Korean economy stabilized and began a dight
recovery in 1999, and the second reason is that China and North Korea
increased their control over North Korean refugees. The third reason is that
North Korea began to issue long-term passports so that North Korean citizens
could travel to Chinalegally and stay there for extended periods. Furthermore,
the number of North Korean defectors is decreasing because the number of
defectors returning to homeland is increasing and North Korea relaxed the
penalties against those who fled to China.

The North Korean economy has not been able to sustain a steady recovery,
and this has changed the character of North Korea defectors after their experi-
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ence in China and exposure to free thinking. This can be confirmed by recent
defectors from North Korea. Among the characteristics of recent defectors, the
first thing is the diverdity of their sociad status or class. Previoudy, they were
military personnel, spies who had been dispatched to South Korea, students
studying in Eastern Europe, and those with specid socia status. But recently
their socia status has become diverse to include loggers, diplomats, foreign
trade company staff, professors, intelligence officids, and al types of regular cit-
izens. Second, instead of individuals, the number of defectors who flee with
their families or in groupsis increasing. The most important point of the current
gtuation is that family members are beginning to unite in their intention to flee
North Korea (Je Seong Ho 2002: 25). This phenomenon started around 1998
and has the following characteritics. First, most defectors become more adapted
to their location after they have been living there for about 2-3 years, and then
the number of people who try to go to South Korea has been increasing. Second,
more people from the middle and upper classes are escaping from North Korea
to pursue a better life in South Korea rather than just fleeing because of starva
tion. Third, there are more cases of North Korean defectors living in South
Koreawho help their relatives flee from the North, and there are more defectors
who escape North Korea as afamily unit (Yun Yeo Sang 1998: 172).

North Korean defectors go through steges after they initidly leave to survive.
In other words, North Koreans adjust to the local conditions after spending
extended periods in China, and then they try to go to South Korea. They internal-
ize liberal thought by living in China, and the pursLit of profit becomes an impor-
tant part of their lives. Furthermore, they hope to go to South Korea after learning
about South Korea while they are in China. But in the case of the middle and
upper class defectors, it gppears that the trend of liberd thought is flowing into
North Korea from the outside. These people leave for a better life, not for politica
or individual reasons. Defectors who were oversess officias, professors, or diplo-
mats could compare the outside world with lifeinsde North Korea, and they leave
to pursue a better life. Defectors who leave as a family unit can be classified into
two groups—those who leave together from North Korea, and those who receive
assistance from family members who have aready made it to South Korea. North
Korean defectors in South Korea creste some problems with their activities as
human brokers or as NGOs working to get people out of North Korea.

Even though North Korea has tried to contral the flow of defectors, there are
severa reasons why they have continued to crossinto China since 2000. First, as
people were displaced when they searched for food during the famine of the



96 The Review of Korean Studies

1990s, their movement and travels weakened central government control.
Second, people are demanding a higher standard of living as the number of peo-
ple engaging in persona business activities increases. Third, compared to the
pagt, people in North Korea have easer access to outsde information from rela
tivesin Chinaor from those who travel back and forth between the two countries.
This has impacted the thinking and behavior of North Koreans, and it appears to
have had a grest influence on the motivations of North Korean defectors.

Current Status and Conditions of North K orean Defectors
1. North Korean Defector Statistics

Many estimates on North Korean defector statistics have been submitted. Low
estimates of the total number of defectors range from 10,000 to 30,000 while
high estimates range dl the way to 300,000. But in fact, it is almost impossible
to get accurate figures on the number of North Korean defectors who are in
China. First of al, it is not possible to go to Chinaand count them; there are dif-
ferent types of North Korean defectors or refugees in China, and these people
are extremely mobile around the border. North Korea itsalf recognizes that there
are about 81,000 defectors (Park Hyeon Seon 2002: 211), but assuming North
K orea underestimates the figure, we believe the number must be over 100,000.
We believe that the Chinese and South Korean governments underestimate
the number of defectors, and that the NGOs overestimate their numbers.
According to data from a survey by South Korea's Democratic Labor Party, the
number of North Korean defectors is under 10,000 (Democratic Labor Party

Table6 Number of North Korean Defectors

(Unit: Persons)
South UsS. United S.K.
Survey Chinese Korean ~ Committee NationsHigh  Buddhist Good S K.NGOs
Group govt. govt. for Refugees Commissoner NGO Friends B
for Refugess

Number of

NK. 1000~ 10000~ gy000 30000 1200000 40000~ 5p0000
Defectors 10,000 30,000 200,000

*Sources: U.S. Committee for Refugees (2002); Joeun Beotdeul (Good Friends, 1999b); Kang
Kwon Chan (2003: 169); South Korean government dataand press reports.
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2004). Howevey, it appears that these survey data rely too much on the position
of the Chinese government, thus these figures appear to differ from redlity. The
number of North Korean defectors living in Chinais believed to be at the leve
of about 100,000. The numbers of North Koreans fleeing for China has been
decreasing, but the number of North Korean defectors living in China has not.
The Chinese government’s estimate of under 10,000 is an under-exaggeration,
but according to a Chinese government report, a total of 6,300 North Koreans
were arrested and deported in the Jilin Province in 1998 (Jilin Academy of
Socia Sciences 1998). Furthermore, a South Korean Democratic Labor Party
report claims that the Chinese government deported 8,000 North Korean defec-
tors in 2003 (Democratic Labor Party 2004). If these figures have any validity,
then we can see that South Korean and Chinese government estimates are low.

The characterigtics of this large number of defectors are aso becoming more
diverse. Female defectors now exceed 50 percent, and minors now exceed 20
percent of the total. It is possible to draw inferences about the composition of
North Korean defectors indirectly by analyzing statistics on those who have
arrived in South Korea.

The data above show that the percentage of female defectors is relatively
high, and the percentage of children is about 20 percent. Furthermore, those
between 20 and 40 years of age account for over half of al defectors. It isinter-
esting to note that those who were unemployed or dependents make up at least

Table7 The Number of North Korean Defectors Arriving in South Korea

Year ‘89 '90 ‘91 '92 '93 94 ‘95 '96
Number 607 9 9 8 8 52 41 56
Year 97 ‘98 ‘99 ‘00 ‘01 02 ‘03 ‘04 Total

Number 86 71 148 312 583 1139 1281 1894 634
*Source: South Korean Ministry of Unification (2005).

Table8 Gender of North Korean Defectors Arriving in South Korea

(Unit: Persons)

Gender T '00 01 02 03 04 Total
Mde 180 294 514 468 626 2,082 (40%)
Femde 132 289 625 813 1,268 3,127 (60%)

*Source: South Korean Ministry of Unification (2005).
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Table9 Age of North Korean Defectors Arriving in South Korea

(Unit: Persons)
vear A%® <10 10419 2029  30-39 4049 5059 60+ Total
~'89 - 104 288 131 55 25 4 607
'90~'93 191 493 1,061 1,249 435 194 180 3,803
2004 69 247 494 643 260 85 9% 184

Totd  260(4.1%) 844(134%) 1843202%) 2023321%) 750(119%) 304(4.8%) 280(44%) 6,304
*Source: South Korean Ministry of Unification (2005).

Table10 Occupationin North Korea

(Unit: Persons)

Y;ctor Admin. Profon Sp?gtrisnd Labor Services  Military Uneg;ploy Total
~'89 13 14 - 141 1 386 52 607
'0~'03 155 138 73 1636 208 60 1533 3803
2004 37 2 16 732 46 11 1030 184

Totd  20533%) 17428%) 8Y(L4%) 2500308%) 255(A0%) 457(7.2%) 2615(4L5%) 6304

*Admin: cadres, party leaders, etc.

*Professiona: physicians, teachers, interpreters, etc.

*Sportsand Arts: actors, writers, propaganda promoters, and athletes.

*Services: office workers, cooks, beavtticians, communication center operators, kindergarten steff, etc.
*Unemployed: includes children and students.

**Source: South Korean Ministry of Unification (2005).

46 percent of defectors. The figures in Table 9 indicate that the percentage of
children (about 18 percent) is much greater than those over 60 (about four per-
cent). Women apparently did not have jobs or they left their workplaces after the
economic problems from the mid-1990s onwards. Looking at distribution
according to occupation, the military was the lowest because military personnel
are not free to engage in other activities, but the socid treatment and compensa:
tion for the military is high so they have rdatively fewer difficultiesin maintain-
ing their livelihoods. According to defectors native place, on the other hand,
after 1990 the number of defectors from North Hamgyeong Province is about 67
percent and those from South Hamgyeong Province make up about 11.4 per-
cent, 0 the totd from these two provinces in the Northeast is about 80 percent.
While food shortages are more severe in Hamgyeong Province, the Chinese bor-
der isaso near, which makesit easier for peoplein theregion to flee.
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The number of North Korean defectors entering South Korea began to
increase significantly in 1999. In 2002, the number of defectors entering South
Korea surpassed 1,000. As mentioned above, North Koreans began to flee to
China in large numbers in 1997, but they did not immediately continue on to
South Korea. They spent considerable time in China but their status was unsta:
ble, and it appears they tried to go to South Korea after having received help
from NGOs or after they developed a greater awareness of freedom. This indi-
cates that these refugees did not intend to go to South Koreawhen they first fled
from North Korea. Thereis a high number of femae defectors becauseit is easi-
er for them to move about in North Korea and they are often more responsible
for securing food suppliesfor their families. Furthermore, North Korean women
are susceptible to becoming victims of human trafficking or forced marriages,
which could also be a contributing factor to the high number of female refugees.

In sum, we can assume there are over 100,000 North Korean defectors, and
even though the number of people fleeing North Korea is declining, the number
does not appear to be dropping off sharply. Furthermore, most of the defectors
are between 20 and 40, and women make up the mgjority of this group. The
continuous inflow of North Koreans into China causes a number of problems
that are drawing international attention, and it is aso creating diplomatic prob-
lems between China, South Korea, and Japan. But more importantly, the status
of North Korean defectors living in China is becoming more insecure as they
becomeinvolved in activities or crimes against human rights.

2. Status of North Korean Defectors

South Korean law and internationa law are inconsistent in how they ded with
the gatus of North Korean defectors residing in China, and their status is even
more insecure because the Chinese government does not recognize them as
refugees. According to Article Three of the South Korean Condtitution, the terri-
tory of the Republic of Koreaincludes the Korean peninsulaand its surrounding
idands. Therefore, according to the South Korean Constitution, the people in
North Koreaare a0 citizens of the Republic of Korea. Therefore, South Korean
diplomats must treat them as citizens of the Republic of Korea. However, South
Korea's domegtic law conflicts with international law, and no provisions were
made regarding territory or citizenship for North and South Korea when Seoul
established diplomatic relations with Beljing in 1992. In redlity, these issues are
only addressed on the Korean peninsula, and the military demarcation line is
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effectively serving asaborder.

Fird, the issue being raised is whether the Republic of Korea considers al
North Korean defectors as South K orean citizens. South Korean NGOs that sup-
port North Korean defectors and conservative groups in South Korea claim that
North Koreans are South K orean citizens according to the congtitution, and they
have been asking the South Korean government to intervene strongly on their
behdf through diplomatic means. On the other hand, Chinese authorities and
progressive groups in South K orea believe they should be recognized as citizens
of a sovereign North Korea rather than citizens of South Korea. Therefore, they
are critical of South Korea's diplomatic activities as being unjust. However,
from an objective standpoint, North Korean defectors are certainly citizens of
sovereign North Koreg, and given the specia relationship between the North
and the South, they have the potential to become citizens of the Republic of
Korea. North Koreans are South Korean citizens according to the constitution;
however, they are dso North Korean citizens since they live in territory con-
trolled by North Korea, which gives them a*dua status.”® From this standpoint,
North Korean defectors currently living in China are firstly North Korean citi-
zens, and they can be considered South Korean citizens once they enter the terri-
tory controlled by the Republic of Korea

Second, there is the problem of whether North K orean defectors can be given
refugee status. The issue of refugee status is causing diplomatic conflict among
the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (UNHCR) and the Chinese gov-
ernment, North Korea, and South Korea. Refugees flee their native countries or
the country where they reside for political reasons and ask for protection or
defect to a foreign country. They flee for religious, ethnic, political, or humani-
tarian reasons during war. Specificaly, there are four types of refugees. Firgt,
there are political refugees. These refugees fear persecution because of their
political views and they flee to countries other than North and South Koreas and
ask for protection. Second, there are war refugees. These refugees seek shdlter
from wars, civil wars and large-scale violence. Third, there are economic
refugees who flee to other countries to escape poverty and destitution. Economic

5. According to Je Seong Ho's andysis, North Koreans are: 1) citizens of the Republic of Koreg;
2) people living north of the military demarcation line, in an area controlled by an anti-state
organization; and 3) people with ‘no citizenship.” The reason Je views them thisway is because
he views the issue through the lens of the South Korean condtitution and the National Security
Law, which defines North Korea as an * anti-state organization’ (Je Seong Ho 2002: 28-29).
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refugees generaly do not receive protection under internationa law, and are usu-
aly conddered economic immigrants. Fourth, there are humanitarian refugees.
These people flee to other countries when there are natura disasters or large-
scae human rights violations. These classifications are relatively new concepts?®

It is difficult to generalize about refugees legaly, paliticaly, or socialy. The
difficulty in the concept originates in the different political, economic, socid,
cultural, and higtorical conditions, so it is hard to come up with fair generaliza:
tions (Haddad 2004). Haddad has identified these difficulties and defines a
refugee as “an individual who has been forced, in a significant degree, outside
the domestic political community indefinitely” (Haddad 2004: 22). This concept
has three important e ements-some degree of force, time, and internal politica
problems. According to Haddad's view of North Korean refugees living in
China, naturd disasters such as floods and draughts, or failing to deal with their
forced exclusion from the political process cause them to become refugees
(Haddad 2004: 23). Therefore, even if North Korean defectors in China are
granted refugee status, it isimportant to consider the failure to deal with the food
shortages and political issuesin North Korea.

There are two camps opposed to each other in the debate on North Korean
defectors and whether they should be granted refugee status. One side, mainly
conservative groups in South Korea, believes they should be classified as paliti-
ca or humanitarian refugees. On the other side of this debate are the Chinese
government and progressive groups in South Korea who believe they are eco-
nomic migrants. However, after analyzing the types of defectors in China and
their motivations, it is difficult to classify al of them as refugees. The third type
of defectors mentioned above could be considered political refugees, but it is
difficult to classify the second type as political or humanitarian refugees.

The country where the refugees are located can decide on the disposition of
refugees, and the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (UNHCR) can
cooperate in these decisions. Therefore, the position of the Chinese government
is most important in deciding the status of North Korean defectorsin China. So
far, Chinais not retreating from its position that North Korean defectors areille-
gd diens, and Beijing has been treating them as economic migrants.

6. These classifications are discussed in Je Seong Ho (2002: 43-44).
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3. Nationd Positions

China does not recognize North Korean defectors as refugees. On September 2,
1999, Wu DaWei, China's ambassador to South Koreg, told South Korean jour-
nalists at a breskfast meeting that North Korean defectors in China are illega
immigrants. He aso said that the UN does not consider them to be refugees.
According to Wu, the North Korean defector problem is an issue between China
and North Koreg, and that South Korea should not intervene. He termed these
efforts “ new interventionism.” So far, China has not changed its position on this
issue. China considers North Korean defectors to be economic migrants, and
according to Chinese law, they areillega diens.

In 1986, China's Ministry of Public Security and North Korea's National
Security Ministry signed an agreement to maintain national security and order in
the border region. This secret agreement has ten clauses. But in fact, this agree-
ment is implemented in conjunction with a secret agreement between the public
security authorities in China and North Korea that was concluded in the early
1960s to return illegal immigrants. According to this agreement, China must
cooperate with North Korea to prevent illegal border crossings, and those who
cross illegally must be returned (Kang Kwon Chan 2003: 174; Je Seong Ho
2002: 25). Furthermore, the 1998 “Jilin Border Region Control Act” is being
applied to North Korean defectors. China reduces the North Korean defector
issue to a problem that should be addressed through Chinese-North Korean
cooperation. South Korea and China appear to consider their delicate diplomatic
relations with North Korea when dealing with the complicated defector issue
(Jeong Yeong Seon 2002: 174-5). So far, China's officia podition is that it will
deal with North Korean defectors according to domestic and international law,
and in accordance with humanitarian consderations. Furthermore, China will
deal with the issue as quietly as possible so that the problem does not worsen.
The issue is adso linked to China's human rights problems, and it could con-
tribute to ingtability in North Korea.

There are three inter-linking factors behind China’s attitude towards North
Korean defectors. Firgt, the North Korean defector issue could be extended to
China's policy towards Chinese minorities. The Chinese do not want to
acknowledge North Korean defectors since that could inspire a sense of nation-
alism among the Korean-Chinese in China’s three northeastern provinces. China
is concerned about the ethnic connections between Korean-Chinese and North
Korean defectors, as well as South Korean efforts to approach North Korean
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defectors in Chinathrough Korean-Chinese. Second, Chinaaso considers diplo-
matic issues, as Beijing does not want to become involved in inter-K orean prob-
lems. This can beinterpreted to mean that Chinaintends to solve any diplomatic
problems between Beijing, Seoul and Pyongyang before they worsen. Third,
China wants to prevent any international intrusion upon its sovereignty, which
could begin with South Korea (Seong Ki Jung 1999: 8). However, Chind's pos-
tion is expected to clash with the U.S. emphasis on human rights and interna-
tional society’s view on humanitarianism. In particular, U.S. president George
W. Bush has signed the North Korea Human Rights Act into law, which could
increase friction between the U.S. and China

North Korea's position gppears to be changing dightly. However, this does
not mean North Korea has changed its position regarding the citizenship or sta-
tus of North Koreansin China North Korea is reducing penalties against North
Korean defectors while strengthening measures to prevent their defections. On
the one hand, North Korea increased efforts to prevent defections following the
food shortages after 1994 by increasing the indoctrination of its citizens while a
the same time the government reduced the legal pendties for migrating across
the border. For example, the 1998 revised North Korean condgtitution removed
references to crimes of treason by citizens againg the state. North Korean defec-
tors who are returned undergo an investigation that lasts about four weeks and
then they are returned home. However, they are given severe punishment if it is
revealed they have contacted South Korean Christian missionary groups or
South Korean citizens. Since North Korea has reduced the punishment for
defectors, it has decreased the intervention of international NGOs on their
behalf.” North Korea is now issuing multiple use passports, and the number of
North Koreans who legdly reside in Chinais increasing. This can also be inter-
preted as a means to decrease the number of illegd migrantsto China®

7. Recently, the number of North Korean defectors returning to North Korea from South Korea
has been increasing, adong with the number of those receiving help from people in China to
bring their family members out of North Korea. Paradoxically, this means that North Korea is
not gtrictly controlling the family members of North Korean defectors. On the other hand, there
are North Korean defectors who return to North Korea and leave North Korea again. And there
are many cases of North Korean defectors being returned to North Korea after having been
jaled in China, only to defect again. This proves that the Chinese authorities are not severely
punishing al North Korean defectors.

8. This means North Korea has adopted a measure to prevent defections, but more importantly, it
indicates North Korean policy is changing. It appears that North Korea has adopted this mea:
sure to increase trade with China as Pyongyang promotes reform and opening.
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South Kored's position is that North Korean defectors are an important diplo-
matic issue. The South Korean government accommodates the North Korean
defectors who desire to go to South Korea, abeit unofficialy and not actively in
a so-caled quiet diplomacy, and the government respects their human rights.
But Seoul does not actively emphasize the issue to avoid unnecessary friction.
There are severd potentia problems regarding South Kored's diplométic rda
tions with China or with emphasizing the human rights of North Korean defec-
tors. Firdt, the South Korean government recognizes its responsibility to protect
North Korean defectors. Legdly, South Korean diplomats are required to ded
with North Korean defectors according to a guidebook on North Koreans who
flee to diplomatic facilities abroad and seek asylum in South Korea. The South
Korean government requests that the Chinese government protect the human
rights of North Korean defectors. However, the interests of the South Korean
government are intertwined with China and North Korea. The South Korean
government approaches the North Korean defector issue very carefully because
active intervention has the potential to worsen the plight of North Korean defec-
tors (Jeong Yeong Seon 2002: 175-6). For example, the South Korean govern-
ment is unable to make innovative proposals or recognize the need to protect
North Korean defectors as the problem has increased. The reason is that South
Korean NGOs have emphasized the issue and have taken North Koreans defec-
tors to the south and have entered diplomatic compounds in China with groups
of defectors.

The position of the UNHCR is important, but China prevents the UNHCR
from approaching North Korean defectors, so the commission cannot play a
clear role. The reason is that each country in the region not only considers its
position on human rights, but also palitical and diplomatic issues, and the North
Korean defector issue could become a serious diplomatic problem in Northeast
Asia Recently, China has begun to clarify that it intends to take a hard-line
againg NGOs that enter diplomatic compounds with North Korean defectors
and againgt brokers who assist North Korean defectors with their transit through
China The officia position of the Chinese Foreign Minigtry isthat the activities
of brokers and NGOs are illegd, and the ministry has asked the South Korean
government to control their activities. Furthermore, the ministry has asked for
appropriate controls of the provision of living expenses for defectors, which is
believed to contribute to the problem. China's hard-line position can be viewed
as a response to the recent and persistent increase in the number of North
Korean defectors, and China's insistence that it will not tolerate their illegal
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activities within the country. China has even hardened its position after the U.S.
promulgated the North Korea Human Rights Act.®

In sum, the Chinese government will continue its specia policy on the inse-
cure status of North Korean defectors. And if planned group defections contin-
ue, it is highly likely to have a negative effect upon those who plan to residein
China (type 2 defectors) and those who desire to stay in China for short periods
(type 3 defectors). The South Korean government is constrained in its diplomat-
ic relations with China because of the North Korean nuclear issue, and without
huge improvements in the North Korean economy, the problem of North Korean
defectorsin Chinawill remain.

A Dead Angle of Human Rights and Poalitics: Status of North
Korean Defectors

1. Non-Protected-Human Rights: Conditions of North Korean
Defectorsin China

North Korean defectorsin China suffer because of their restricted status and lack
of experience in China. It is difficult for North Koreans to find work in China
because of differences in language, clothing, and culture, and when they find
work, in many cases they are not paid because of their insecure status. And in
the case of North Korean women, they are susceptible to human trafficking or
human rights abuse through employment at bars or forced marriages. Many of
them are unable to get regular housing, and thus are camping out in mountain
areas or in caves. According to survey data, about 70 percent of North Korean
defectors in China are not working, and they either beg or rely upon others for
food and shelter.

When analyzing the human rights conditions of North Korean defectors, the
following problems are apparent (Im Chae Wan 2001 65-7). First, over 70 per-
cent of females have been exposed to the danger of human trafficking. Many
women are forced or sold into marriage with Chinese men, and they have no

9. The U.S. North Korea Human Rights Act is targeted at North Koreg, but indirectly, the law is
sendtive to China Beljing views the Act as part of an ultimate goa to force the collapse of
North Korea and as providing later justification to intervene in China s human rightsissues.
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Table11 Living Conditions of North Korean Defectorsin China s Three Northeastern Provinces

Living conditionsand housing Number of persons Per centage

Living conditions:

Unempl oyed ........................................ 19,670 69.1

WOKING oo 8,591 302

Receiving monetary assistance - oo 5,078 178

Living a subsistence (minimum food and shelter) 3,513 124

NoansSwe ... ... . 211 07
Housing status:

Fami Iy orfriends ... . 3,051 10.7

Staying with a previoudy unknown person ... .. 10,769 374

Livi ng with FPOUSE - 14, 769 519

NOaNSWEr ... . 10 00

*Source: Joeun Beotdeul (Good Friends, 1999b).

Table12 Mativationsfor North Korean Femae Defectorsto Marry in China

[tem Frequency (persong  Percentage
Mativation for living with your husband:
| had nowhere to go, so people in Chinaintroduced us 54 26.7
| had metin North Koreg, 0| cameto find himin China 4 20
| met him mysaf after coming to Chinafrom North Korea 17 84
lwassoldtoaChineseman - oo 67 332
Other 60 29.7
Y ear that cohabitation with husband began before:
1907 o 2 10
1997 58 287
1998 oo 4 46.5
1900 . 48 238
Husband's marita satus:
S ngle before marri A 130 64.4
Married ... .. 22 109
Divorced - 35 173
Other 15 74

*Source: Kim Ji Hui et d. (2000: 147).
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protection against sexual violence. Chinese engage in this trafficking between
Korean-Chinese men and North Korean female defectors. According to survey
data, over 30 percent of North Korean female defectors with Chinese husbands
responded that they were sold to their husbands.

According to the data in Table 13, North Korean women have testified that
they are living with husbands after having been sold into marriage, and about 10
percent of women say they are the second wife in polygamous relationships.
These data indicate that North Korean women are victims of human trafficking.
Besdes forced marriages, many North Korean women are trafficked to work in
bars, and thus, they are in much grester danger than North Korean men of suf-
fering human rights abuse.

Second, children and teenagers are not being educated, and orphans are
recelving no societal protections. Since China is relatively more tolerant than
North Korea, their behavior isless restricted. However, many of them are home-
less or survive as beggars. According to survey data, about 86 percent of the
children either have no parents or their parents are ill and they are dependent
upon relatives (Good Friends 1999a). With insufficient deep and nutrition, these
children suffer from underdevel opment and they are susceptible to disease.

Third, it is difficult for North Korean defectors to find employment in China
because of their insecure status, but there are also many defectors who work for
room and board in lieu of payment. While the Chinese authorities have been
cracking down on North Korean defectors, those who employ North Koreans
illegally must pay a heavy fine (between 3,000 and 10,000 yuan) so they are
hesitant to employ or protect North Koreans. For those North Koreans lucky
enough to find ajob, in many casesthey are not paid. If they ask for their wages,
Chinese will sometimes report them to the public security authorities or threaten
to do s0. And when North Koreans are paid, they usually receive less than half
of what Chinese workers receive. This is due to North Koreans' insecure status
and lack of legal protection, so they have no choice but to remain reticent in the
case of unfair conditions or human rights violations.

Finaly, when North Koreans are arrested in crackdowns by the Chinese pub-
lic security authorities, they have to be worried about forcible return to North
Korea. Even though the punishment has been reduced in the case of forced repa
triation, this causes psychological anxiety while they live with the fear that they
might face the unnatural breskup of their families. Furthermore, it is becoming
more difficult to hide from Chinese crackdowns, and North Koreans are facing
greater anxiety when they are able to find employment in China.
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In sum, North Korean defectors living in China are susceptible to al sorts of
human rights abuses, and they are not ensured of having the basic human right
of survival. These people are unable to return to their hometowns because North
Korea's economic problems have not been solved, and they are unable to
receive refugee status by Chinese authorities. Finally, with the assistance of
NGOs, some North Korean defectors have fled to third countries by entering
diplomatic compounds, but the consequence has been a crackdown by Chinese
authorities. NGO efforts to execute planned group defections to South Korea
and activities have actudly obscured human rights and political issues because
their actions go beyond that of protecting the defectors human rights and take
up North Korea's offensive palitical ideology. Furthermore, these have increased
the danger to North Korean defectors in China by strengthening the enforcement
againgt the defectors.

2. Politica Effects of “Planned Entrance’ to South Korea: “Planned
Entrance’ asaPoliticd Means

In June 2001, the international community became focused on the North Korean
defector issue when Chang Kil Su and his family fled to the UNHCR office in
Beijing and asked for asylum in South Korea. This incident was followed by a
group of 25 North Koreans entering the Spanish Embassy compound in Beijing
in March 2002. Activigts from about ten NGOs were involved in the intricate
planning before the defectors rushed into the Spanish Embassy (Kim Sang Cheol
2002: 110). The activists were successful in making the North Korean defector
issue insde China an international issue since the world media picked up the
story. Furthermore, the media's coverage of stories from the defectors aso played
an important role. The EU and the UNHRC aso had a big impact on the media
with the submission of a report on the testimony of “Kim Un Cheol.” However,
his testimony was regrettably proven to bethat of afictitious“Kim Un Cheol.”2

10. When the authors recently went to China to meet with North Korean defectors, they refused
our approaches because of the Chinese crackdown. They are reluctant to meet outsiders
because of their uncertain status. Since China has cracked down in the wake of the North
Korea Human Rights Act and groups rushing into diplomatic compounds to ask for political
asylum, conditions have worsened for the North Korean defectors who remain in China.

11. At the time, Le Monde in France and Newsweek in the U.S. published reports about detention
centers and the punishment of defectors based on the testimony of “Kim Un Cheol,” but this
person was later discovered to be “Kim Jong-11.” At that time, Kim Jong-1l pretended to be
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There are several ways for North Korean defectors in China to go to South
Korea. They can reach South Korea by going through Mongolia or Southeast
Asdan countries, and they can enter diplomatic compounds in China and request
passage to South Korea. They can adso go to South Korea directly from China.
Demand for theright to travel to South Korea on diplomatic missonsin Chinais
causing the most internationa interest and diplomatic friction.

Since the group of defectors entered the Spanish Embassy in Beijing in
March 2002, defectors have mainly been going to the diplomatic missions of the
United States, Canada, Japan, South Korea, and Germany. Entering diplomatic
missions in Beijing, Shanghai, and other big cities is causing a lot of publicity
for the defector issue, but the surest way to get to South Korea is through third
countries following diplomatic negotiations by the Chinese government. NGO
activigs and Chinese brokers are connected in these efforts to enter diplomatic
missions. As soon as defectors began to rush into diplomatic compounds, the
Chinese authorities began to crack down on them. Furthermore, they have adso
cracked down on NGO activists and human brokers.

Severd injustices arise when defectors enter diplomatic missions or transit
through third countries to get to South Korea. If North Korean defectors success
fully reach South Korea, they receive a cash payment from the government to
get settled into their new homes.? This payment is used as collatera in the
recruitment of defectors, and once brokers get a sufficient sized group together,
they will rush into a diplomatic mission. On the other hand, NGO activists are
trying to trigger mass defections, similar to those that occurred from East to
West Germany,® in order to democratize North Korea and force the collapse of

“Kim Un Cheol” and provided the information in an effort to get to South Koreg, but the NGO
activists who were asssting him have not responded to this. They did not care about the authen-
ticity of the accounts and were trying to influence public opinion. See Jo Cheon Y eon (2004).

12. The settlement fund dightly depends on the individud, but it is about W20 million to W30 mil-
lion. Since the South K orean government began to spend more money for the settlement of defec-
tors, the amount has dropped by about 25 percent to 50 percent since the time of Kim Dae Jung's
presidency (Park Hyeon Seon 2002: 228). Recently, the South Korean government has been pro-
viding funding for job training or skill acquisition instead of lump sum payments because there
have been problems with brokers and with people going to back to North Koreaand returning, in
addition to pressure from the Chinese government to eliminate the cash payments.

13. The Hungarian government has opened its border to Austriain 1989, and the East Germs who
were traveling in Hungary or Czechodovakia fled en masse to West Germany. As a result of
thisincident, Chairman Honecker of the East German Council of State lost his position and the
German unification picked up speed asthe Berlin Wall came down in November.
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the government.*

Planned group defections to South Korea have raised internationa interest in
North Korean human rights, but there have been a number of unintended conse-
quences. The podtive and negative agpects are as follows. Firg, on the podtive
side, public opinion has been aroused over the living conditions of North Korean
defectors, so internationa society has increased its support for them. Also, some
of the defectors seeking to go to South Korea have been successful. On the nega
tive Sde, China has increased its crackdown on defectors, and the North Korean
defector issue has taken on an ideological tone, causing unnecessary friction with
North Korea rather than increasing the focus on the human rights of defectors.
Furthermore, even though there are different types of defectors, their satus has
been digtorted asthey have adl been branded as wanting to go to South Korea. One
activigt surveyed North Koreans who have lived in China for eight years and the
data show that defectors live in Chinafor various reasons, and those desiring to go
to South Korea are aminority. The activist aso criticizes planned group defections
to South Korea as endangering defectorsliving in China (Jo Cheon Yeon 2004).

Of course, group defections and increasing internationa interest in the defec-
tor issue played an important role in the passage of the U.S. “North Korean
Human Rights Act.” But many fail to distinguish between human rights issues
and ideology, and it is clear that North Korean defectors are being used for polit-
ical objectives. Moreover, the interference of human brokers in these planned
group defections complicates matters. They are more interested in money than
human rights, and in the end, the already pathetic living conditions of the defec-
tors are worsened.

3. The Dilemma of Human Rights and Politics

There are several ways to look at the North Korean defector issue. Progressive

14. Norbert Vollertsen, a German physician, is a prime example of activists helping North Korean
defectors with the intention of spurring mass defections like those that occurred in East
Germany. Planned group defections to South Korea are one of the methods they are imple-
menting. While they have achieved some success, they have aso received criticism and gener-
ated some unintended consequences. According to a survey conducted in China by South
Korea s Democratic Labor Party, entering of diplomatic missions and sensationd defectionsto
South Korea are being noticed by other North Korean defectors in China. They al agree that
these actions are making it more dangerous for other defectors in China (Democratic Labor

Party 2004).
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South Korean interest groups disregard North Korean human rights, but conser-
vative South Korean interest groups emphasize North Korean human rights as
the most important issue. The progressive camp is interested in defector living
conditions, the right to return to North Korea, and the causes behind North
Korean defections. On the other hand, the conservative camp uses the defector
issue to criticize the North Korean government and is interested in connections
with the international community to pressure North Korea. These different
views conflict with the issue of North Korean human rights, and they involve
heated political friction over North Korea. The difference is that one side
believes problems with North Korea can be solved through tolerance and active
cooperation while the other bdieves the problems can only be solved with pres:
sure. Recently, this difference in gpproach has been expressed in the debate over
the U.S. “North Korea Human Rights Act.” Conservatives welcome the law as
an important policy measure that will improve North Korean human rights while
progressives criticize the law as political pressure with the ultimate goa of forc-
ing regime collapse in North Korea. In sum, the line between human rights and
politicsis blurred.

China views the North Korean defector issue as anillega aien problem and
not a human rights problem. China takes this approach because the North
Korean defector problem can spill over to China's human rights issues, which
are a source of friction with the United States. On the other hand, South Korea
treats the problem as a human rights issue, but it restrains itself from active
diplomatic intervention because of the possibility of causing diplomatic friction
with Chinaor of preventing an improvement in relations with North Korea. The
United States emphasi zes the importance of human rights, but in reality does not
put much effort into resolving the North Korean defector issue. Nevertheless,
aggressive actions are being taken for North Korean human rights. If we look at
the positions of countries in the region, we can see the strange relationship
between human rights and politics. In this dilemma between politics and human
rights, the North Korean defectors are the ones to suffer in the end.

Conclusion: Policy Recommendations
There will be no improvement in the living conditions in China for North

K orean defectors anytime soon unless China changes its policies. The number of
North Korean refugees leaving North Korea has been decreasing recently, but
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the number of North Korean defectors living in China will probably not decline
sharply. Measures to resolve the problems of North Korean refugees who are
enduring hardships daily must be found. The North Korean defector issue is
intertwined with complicated relations between North and South Korea, and
China and the United States, and there is no clear solution in sight. The first
thing in any solution is that we must congider their human rights. It is difficult to
deal with this complex issue, but the most urgent thing isto provide basic needs
to North Korean refugees.

Firg, it is important to reduce the factors that are causing North Koreans to
flee. The collapse of the North Korean economy in the mid-1990s was a direct
cause of the mass exodus of North Koreans seeking a secure livelihood. However,
there has been no improvement in the economic conditions that are causng them
to migrate. Since alot of North Koreansin China say they will return if the econo-
my improves, Sabilizing the North Korean economy is one solution to the prob-
lem. Thiswill require support for North Koreda's program of economic reform and
opening, as well as increased support for North Korea through grester North-
South economic cooperation. Consdering that about 70 percent of North Korean
defectors come from Hamgyeong Province, more economic and humanitarian
assstance will be needed for the region of Hamgyeong Province®

Second, the greatest fear for North Koreans living in Chinaiis the punishment
that would follow their repatriation to North Korea. Recently, the North Korean
government has relaxed punishment for simple defection cases and sends defec-
tors home after an investigation. However, if they come into contact with South
Koreans or Christian missionary groups, they receive severe punishment.
Therefore, it is important to request that North Koreans receive the minimum
penalty or no punishment upon their return to North Korea.

Third, if North Koreans in China wish to settle there, we should consider
ways to give them rights for legal immigration. China could select those who
want to stay or settle there. In particular, we must recognize the lega rights of
those North Koreansin Chinawho have married Chinese citizens and have chil-

15. In response to the fact that about 70 percent of defectors come from Hamgyeong Province,
South Korean Nationa Assemblyman Im Cheong Seok of the ruling Uri Party has suggested
that economic assstance be provided to build bakeries in the region. This suggestion is ratio-
nal, but the problem is not simply related to food shortages. Since more and more North
Koreans are migrating to improve their livelihoods, the overall North Korean economy will
have to improve.
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dren with their Chinese spouses. Asfor those North Koreans who went to China
on visas but are currently residing illegaly in Chinawith expired visas, we must
congder ways for them to legaly extend their visas and return to North Korea
after their stay.

Fourth, the problem requires active efforts by the South Korean government.
The South Korean government should accept as many North Koreans as poss-
ble, and alternatively should support retraining programs for North Korean
refugees jointly with China. If North Koreans return to North Korea after
retraining, thiswill indirectly support North Korea's economic reform and open-
ing. In particular, the recent plan to build a settlement in Mongolia for North
Korean refugeesis inappropriate because of its political sendtivity.*® Instead, the
provision for technical training and assistance by China, North and South Korea
would be a better way to address the problem diplomatically. This would aso
have the effect of indirectly supporting programs for the recovery of North
Korea's economy.

Fifth, we must strongly support the right of North Koreans to return to their
hometowns. Planned group defections to South Korea are causing alot of prob-
lems, and it would be good to guarantee defectors the right to return to their
hometowns if they wish to do so. Furthermore, we must support the recovery
and gabilization of the North Korean economy so that we can guarantee their
right to return to their hometowns (Kim Kwi Ok 2004).

It will be very difficult to implement these recommendations. And if they are
implemented, it will take along time for them to be effective. The South Korean
government must take active diplomatic measures with the Chinese government
to resolve the urgent basic needs of North Korean refugees in China. NGOs that
are attempting planned mass defections to South Korea are not hel ping the situa:
tion. After the passage of the U.S. “North Korea Human Rights Act,” China has
taken greater precautions towards the United States, and the Chinese govern-
ment does not appear to be disposed to softening its hard-line policy easily. In
sum, it will be difficult to find a solution to the causes of the North Korean
defector problem. For the time being, it appears that North Korean refugees
wandering around Chinawill continue to suffer hardships.

16. Recently some NGOs and politicians are voicing their opinion of constructing a settlement vil-
lage to accommodate North Korean defectors in China. A place mentioned with the greatest
possibility isMongolia. But nothing is being done concretely to carry this out.
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