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Testimonial of Support  

It is tragic that the food crisis in North Korea does not show any sign of improvement in spite 
of all the international aid which has been provided so far. North Koreans are leaving their 
homes to search for food in sharply increasing numbers, becoming international refugees 
roaming around the Sino-Korean border areas.  

This report is a vivid documentary of the food crisis in North Korea based on the testimonies 
of North Korean refugees. It conveys the seriousness of this emergency by spelling out the 
human story of the food crisis in detail, from the number of deaths caused by famine and 



diseases since 1996 to its bitter impact on children, the elderly, and other vulnerable groups. 
Even though the report deduces a shocking death toll from starvation which cannot be 
incontrovertibly corroborated because of lack of access to North Korea, it strongly suggests 
that it is a likely probability by carefully tabulating eye- witness accounts of the devastating 
conditions in the region.  

This report is an urgent message for all of us to begin humanitarian action now. No one 
living today should ignore its appeal. Along with Koreans who are brothers and sisters of 
those starving in the North, all humankind, too, will have to stand a trial of conscience should 
we remain passive or indifferent to the needless deaths of countless, innocent people in the 
silent battlefield of famine. We hope humanity will be able to face the challenges of the new 
millenium with courage and without losing the values of life and love.  

The report is a serious warning that there is very little time left for us. The majority of 
Koreans in the North are facing premature death brought on by the 10-year food shortage 
beginning in the late 1980s and a series of consecutive natural disasters which have befallen 
the region over the last four years. As a consequence, deaths by famine in the millions have 
been escalating since the end of 1996 and, the report warns, they will reach a peak this year. 

We wish to repeat my appeal at all costs - we have to avoid the worst of the crisis in North 
Korea. If we fail to reduce the massive toll of death now, we may find no one alive to receive 
our support in the future, even should we reach them with fundamental solutions.  

It is our sincere wish that this report reaches far into the international community. May it be a 
ray of hope for North Koreans balancing on the threshold of death.  

We would like to express our deepest respect to those in Korean Buddhist Sharing Movement 
who worked extremely hard to collect testimonies in the field and produce this report under 
the most difficult circumstances, in order to protect life and uphold humanitarian values.  
   
   

   
Stephen Cardinal KIM Sou Hwan   
Archbishop of SEOUL Chairman  

   
Rev. Dr. Won-Yong Kang   
Board of Directors   
Korea Christian Academy 

¡¡  
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An Appeal for Help  
   



Venerable Pomnyun  

This survey provides us a picture of what is happening in North Korea now.  

Stifling our tears, we are continuing to compile data from refugees who put their lives at risk 
to feed themselves and their families in the Chinese-North Korean border areas. Conditions 
in the North are truly miserable. We are afraid of a loss of conscience and the death of our 
human sensibility should we turn away from this ongoing tragedy and try to ignore millions 
of future victims.  

We are publishing this survey in an attempt to save millions of people on the verge of death. 
It is also a warning notice to the human community which has failed to help millions of 
victims from numerous conflicts and famine since the end of the Cold War. Recent moves by 
the international community towards aid-for-development is quite positive. It will take some 
years at least until we see the results, however. We are very afraid that many North Koreans 
will die in those years because famine conditions in North Korea are very dire and 
underestimated by important agencies.  

The number of deaths from famine has been steeply increasing since the end of 1996. There 
is little chance of the famine diminishing in the immediate future, and if conditions persist, 
the greatest death toll from starvation will arise this year. Urgent, large scale aid should be 
implemented immediately. North Korea has suffered from chronic famine for years and has 
become a completely infertile area. Those who remain in North Korea are in danger of 
starvation. To make matters worse, epidemics which were widespread last year are gaining 
momentum this year, which will result in more human tragedy.  

Without intensive and immediate aid in the first half of this year, millions of people may 
perish. Even tens of millions of tons of food will not save their lives if it arrives too late.  

We desperately ask for life giving aid from the international community.  
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1. Overview  
   
1.1 Objectives  
Many people in North Korea are now dying of hunger. The vulnerable groups such as the 
elderly and children in particular are in a serious state, and many of them are dying from 
minor diseases due to lack of basic medicines. This tragic situation has been hidden from the 
outside world for years because access to the interior of North Korea has been and remains 
prohibited. Given this restraint, we had to find other ways to investigate conditions in the 
North in order to get a closer look at the actual situation. The method we chose was to listen 
to and record testimonies of North Koreans who were in search of food and encountered by 
us in the China-Korea border areas. We prepared a survey format with practical questions 
and fully instructed the interviewers in the method of our investigation before we proceeded 
with the actual interviewing.  



For six months, from 30 September 1997 to 26 March 1998, a team of nine researchers and 
23 assistants conducted the following field investigation. The purpose of this investigation 
was to accurately describe and document the suffering, damages and loss of life endured by 
North Koreans on account of the food shortage. As the interviews went on, we began to 
realize that the situation had already reached a point of mass mortality due to the expansion 
of non-rationing areas and repeated natural disasters. We also saw those in search of food 
turned into refugees and Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) called "Kkot-jebi" in Korean 
(literally "flower-swallow"), living in a dead ground of human rights. We wish to draw 
public attention to these unfortunate people who are a type of political refugee whose lives 
and basic rights are severely challenged.  

We earnestly hope this report serves to reduce their suffering. We also hope that the 
appropriate agencies of the United Nations conduct an urgent investigation into the food 
shortage and that the North Korean authorities disclose the actual situation in their country as 
soon as possible.  
   
   

1.2 Survey Procedure  

North Korean escapees flee to the border areas as economic refugees seeking for food to live 
on but later become political refugees when they are tracked down and threatened with death 
by the authorities. It is extremely difficult to find and interview such escapees since they are 
constantly on the run and full of fear. Even while being interviewed, they were on a 
continually on the look-out, frightened of a possible break-in, anxious to keep moving for the 
sake of safety. Our investigators, too, experienced repeated, invisible physical threats. 
Meeting places had to be changed frequently and interviews were sometimes delayed for 
days.  

As a consequence of highly unstable conditions, our interviews sometimes took three or four 
days per person. This forbade us from following internationally recognized methods of 
surveying. It was especially true when refugees suspected us of being North Korean officers 
in pursuit of them which made a conventional survey totally impossible. What we did instead 
was to allow them soothe their hunger with food and their bodies with rest, then converse 
with them in a natural manner, and to break their stories to fit some of the questions we had 
prepared. The questions themselves had to be revised according to the conversation, and the 
recording of the conversation had to be conducted in secret while the conversation took a 
break. All of these made the whole survey endless and forced us to limit our interviews to a 
limited number of persons.  

No day passed without tears. We were deeply moved by their heartbreaking grief. Their pain 
was enormous and brutal. For those who saw their parents and children perish before their 
eyes and in the worst situation that a human being can be in, it was like killing them a second 
time to recall those moments of hell and the faces of loved ones who were no more. 
Nevertheless, we felt obliged to conduct this survey with eyes brimming with tears in order 
to publicize the cruelty of the famine and its human pain, and to keep the living alive by 
rescuing them from the threshold of death. In the end, we completed valid interviews with a 
total of 770 North Korean food refugees within six months. We met many more than that 



number, however, and took only one sample if a family was interviewed.  

We have the greatest respect for the courage and the spirit of cooperation of the investigators 
and the people who responded to this survey under such extreme circumstances. We must 
thank them profoundly for their extraordinary efforts. We are now left with the wish that this 
report, which crossed the life paths of so many people, makes its way to all humanitarian 
NGOs and international agencies concerned with food aid to North Korea. We hope it can be 
used as an invaluable reference tool for policy and that, more than anything else, adequate 
food and medicine can be provided with the utmost urgency and efficiency to the millions of 
people who are at peril.  
   

1.3 Survey Constraints  
   
This survey has two obvious shortcomings when judged by generally accepted survey 
methodology.  
   
First, it was impossible to conduct interviews with individuals "randomly selected" to 
represent the regional population at risk in North Korea because of the inaccessibility 
of the region and the instability of the refugee cohort in the border areas. The safety of 
interviewers and interviewees was a prime concern which limited availability.  

Second, as a result of the above constraint on sampling, an uneven representation by 
region, occupation and age appears in the interviewee population.  
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2. Plan of the Survey  
   

Objectives: To determine the extent of the food crisis in North Korea by estimating 
the mortality rate of family members who died of famine in a recent two year and 
eight month period (32 months from Aug 95 to 26 Mar 98).  
   
Methodology: Food refugees were interviewed individually in secret or invited to 
safe places and interviewed through the night.  
   
Principles: To inform interviewees that the survey is conducted to try to assist food 
refugees, befriend them if possible and allow them to speak out voluntarily.  
   
Venue: Border of North Korea and China, around the banks of the river Yalu and 
Tumen i.e. Changbai and Yanbian in Jilin-Sheng area.  
   
Time Period: September 30th 1997 - March 26th 1998 (6 months)  

1. first research period: Sep 30th 1997 - Nov 30th 1997 (2 months) 
2. second period: Dec 1st 1997 - Jan 31st 1998 (2 months) 



3. third period: Feb 1st 1998 - Mar 3rd 1998(1 month) 
4. fourth period: Mar 4th 1998 - Mar 26th 1998(1 month) 

   
Subjects: Refugees from North Korea who have crossed the NK- PRC border to seek 
food in China.  
   
Number of Subjects: Total 770 people  

1. first research period: 204 people 
2. second period: 268 people 
3. third period: 133 people 
4. fourth period: 165 people 

Contents:  

1. The category of gender, age, occupation and residential province of the 
subjects and their family members 

2. The mortality rate of family members categorized by gender, age, residential 
province, occupation and year. 

3. The classification of cause of death and year of death of family members. 
4. The mortality rate and the cause of death of residential bans. 
5. The health condition of the living family members categorized as not 

diseased, malnourished and diseased. 
6. The year of discontinuation of public distribution of rations and manner of 

survival. 
7. Living conditions in North Korea and social consciousness of the reasons for 

the crisis, etc. 

   
Personnel: Total 32 persons; 9 Researchers and 23 Assistants  
   
Research Organization: Korean Buddhist Sharing Movement (KBSM)  
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3. Demographic Data of Interviewees and Their Family Members  

3.1. Demographic Data of Interviewees  

3.1.1. Gender Distribution 
   

Gender  Number of Interviewees  Percentage  



Female  339 44.0%

Total  770 100.0%

   
3.1.2. Age Distribution 

   
Age  Number of Interviewees  Percentage  

10-19  21 2.7%

20-29  114 14.8%

30-39  236 30.6%

40-49  205 26.6%

50-59  138 17.9%

60-69  52 6.8%

70 or above  4 0.5%

Total  770 100.0%

   
3.1.3. Occupation Distribution 

   
Occupation  Number of Interviewees  Percentage  

Manual Labor  389 50.5%

Office Worker  103 13.4%

Professional*  5 0.6%

Farm Work  23 3.0%

Student  8 1.0%

Soldier  1 0.1%

Housekeeper  25 3.2%

Other**  15 1.9%

Jobless  117 15.2%

Unknown  84 10.9%

Total  770 100.0%



* Professional: doctor, nurse, researcher, etc.  

* * Other: driver, salesman, repairman, etc.  
   
   

3.1.4. Residential Province Distribution  

   

Residential Province  Number of Interviewees  Percentage  

North Hamgyong  462 60.0%

South Hamgyong  183 23.8%

Ryanggang  19 2.5%

Chagang  12 1.6%

North Pyongan  12 1.6%

South Pyongan  14 1.8%

Pyongyang (city)  6 0.8%

Nampo (city)  2 0.3%

North Hwanghae  13 1.7%

South Hwanghae  23 3.0%

Kangwon  24 3.1%

Total  770 100.0%

   
* The high numbers in the provinces of North and South Hamgyong are caused by i) 
topographical condition of the border area, ii) location of Korean-Chinese residential area and 
iii) possible transportation getting to the border from the interior of North Korea.  

* There was no sample from Kaesong city which is a DPRK administrative district.  
   
   

3.2. Demographic Data of Family members as Reported by Interviewees'  
   

3.2.1. Gender Distribution 
   

Gender  Family members  Percentage  



Female  2,062 50.0%

Unknown  55 1.4%

Total  4,121 100.0%

   
3.2.2. Age Distribution 

   

Age  Family members  Percentage  

9 or below  375 9.1%

10-19  721 17.5%

20-29  674 16.4%

30-39  585 14.2%

40-49  444 10.8%

50-59  422 10.2%

60-69  509 12.4%

70 or above  197 4.8%

Unknown  194 4.7%

Total  4,121 100.0%

   
3.2.3. Occupation Distribution 

   
Occupation  Family members  Percentage  

Manual Labor   1,028 24.9% 

Office Worker  260 6.3% 

Professional  23 0.6%

Farmer  95 2.3% 

Student  744 18.1% 

Soldier  109 2.6% 



Other  69 1.7%

Jobless  647 15.7% 

Unknown  994 24.1% 

Total  4,121 100.0%

   
3.2.4. Residential Province Distribution 

   
Residential Province  Family members  Percentage  

North Hamgyong  2,463 59.8%

South Hamgyong  942 22.9%

Ryanggang  112 2.7%

Chagang  60 1.5%

North Pyongan  59 1.4%

South Pyongan  79 1.9%

Pyongyang (city)  37 0.9%

Nampo (city)  15 0.4%

North Hwanghae  57 1.4%

South Hwanghae  149 3.6%

Kangwon  148 3.6%

Total  4,121 100.0%

   
   

  

Results  

. Family Mortality Data as Reported by Interviewees  

1. Total Mortality and Mortality Rate  



 

* Mortality refer to the number of family members who died during the period from the great flood in August 
1995 to March 26, 1998.  

* The mortality rate refers to the proportion of deaths of family members to total family members for the 
specified 2 year 8 month period.  

* For the annual mortality rate, refer to <4.1.8. Birth Rate and Mortality Rate by year>.  
   
   

4.1.2. Mortality Rate by Gender 

Gender  Family members  Mortality  Mortality Rate  

Male  2,004 562 28%

Female  2,062 537 26%

Unknown  55 8 15%

Total  4,121 1,107 27%

* The male mortality rate is higher than the female mortality rate.  
  

4.1.3. Mortality Rate by Age 

Age  Family Members  Mortality  Mortality Rate  

9 or below  375 140 37%

10  721 111 15%



20  674 74 11%

30  585 49 8%

40  444 53 12%

50  422 110 26%

60  509 337 66%

70  197 173 88%

Unknown  194 60 31%

Total  4,121 1,107 27%

* The mortality rates of both those younger and older than the 30s are high. The younger or older they are, with 
as midpoint, the higher the mortality rate.  

* The remarkable high mortality rates for age 9 or below (37%) and age 60 or above (72%) indicate that they are
the most vulnerable groups affected by the food shortage.  
   
   

4.1.4. Mortality Rates of Infants and Children 

 Infants/Children  Mortality  Mortality Rate  

0-6 224 96 42.9%



7-12 361 72 19.9%

Total 585 168 28.7%

* The younger infants and children have a higher mortality rate. Note: The mortality rate of children below ag
3 is over 50%.  

   

4.1.5. Mortality Rate by Province 

Province  Family Members  Mortality  Mortality Rate  

North Hamgyong  2,463 623 25%

South Hamgyong  942 272 29%

Ryanggang  112 30 27%

Chagang  60 18 30%

North Pyongan  59 20 34%

South Pyongan  79 27 34%

Pyongyang (city)  37 7 19%

Nampo (city)  15 4 27%

North Hwanghae  57 18 32%

South Hwanghae  149 46 31%

Kangwon  148 42 28%

Total  4,121 1,107 27%



* Of North and South Hamgyong provinces which were most represented in this survey, the mortality rate of 
South Hamgyong is higher.  
  

4.1.6. Mortality Rate by Occupation 

Occupation  Family members  Mortality  Mortality Rate  

Manual Labor  1,028 136 13%

Office Worker  260 19 7%

Professional  23 1 4%

Farmer  95 21 22%

Student  744 119 16%

Soldier  109 9 8%

Housekeeper  152 32 21%

Other  69 17 25%

Jobless  647 186 29%

Unknown  994 567 57%

Total  4,121 1,107 27%

* The great number of mortality of the "Unknown" can be attributed to the following: i) the occupations of 245 
deaths in the first survey were not determined as well as ii) occupations of the most elderly.  

* Compared to the average mortality rate, the mortality rates of the Jobless and the Unknown are much higher 
while those of Professionals and Office Workers are relatively low.  

* The 8% mortality rate among soldiers is notable.  

   

4.1.7. Mortality by Month 

 Jan  Feb  Mar  Apr  May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov  Dec  ?  Total 

'95         4 9 9 8 7 4  

'96  13 24 18 21 24 18 22 16 20 12 40 81 33  

'97  32 66 58 60 78 57 81 69 73 34 23 26 17  



* Mortality has increased rapidly since November 1996.  

* Mortality by month is effective only from August 95 to September 1997.  

(Mortality figures after September 97 do not reflect reality because i) interviews with refugees began in Septemb
97 and ii) interviewees could not recount deaths after they left their hometowns.)  

* Among the deaths, 41 ¡°unknown¡± deaths and 9 deaths in 1998 were excluded.  

   

4.1.8. Birth Rate and Mortality Rate by Year 

 1996  1997  

Total family 
members 

4,059 3,751 

Number of births 34 21 

Number of deaths 342 674 

Birth Rate 0.84% 0.56% 

Mortality Rate 8.43% 17.97% 

* The birth rate in 1997 (0.56%) is lower than that in 1996 (0.84%).  



* The mortality rate of 17.97% in 1997 is much higher than the 8.43% in 1996. (The mortality rate in 1997 refer
to the percentage of deaths of family members to total family members in 1997, i.e. mortality (deaths) in 
1997/total family members X 100)  

* In 1986, the birth rate of North Korea was 2.29%, the mortality rate 0.5%, and the natural rate of increase 1.79
(Reference: Eberstadt N. and Banister, J. The Population of North Korea. Berkeley, CA: Institute of East Asian 
Studies, University of California, 1992)  
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4.2. Year and Cause of Death  
4.2.1. Cause of Death 

   
Cause of Death  Mortality  Percentage  Valid Percent  

Starvation  408 36.9% 38.9%

Starvation + Diseases  116 10.5% 11.0%

Tuberculosis 53 4.8% 5.0%

Paratyphroid 65 5.9% 6.2%Disease  
Other 
diseases 

 
471  

353

42.6% 

31.9%

44.8%  

33.6%

Miscellaneous  55 4.9% 5.2%

Unknown  57 5.1% -  

Total  1,107 100.0% 100.0%
   



* 50% of all deaths were caused by starvation.  

* By age, starvation is the main cause of death for infants and children, while diseases 
are the main cause of death for people 70 or above.  

* By occupation, death by paratyphroid and other diseases is high for farmers, and death by 
starvation and diseases are about the same for manual laborers and office workers.  

* By time of death, in 1996, death by starvation was higher than death by diseases, but it 
became equal in 1997. It shows that deaths by disease are increasing, owing to the chronic 
famine.  

* For the health condition of those living in North Korea, refer to <4.4.1. Health Condition 
of the Living>.  

* Other diseases refer acute diarrhea, typhoid fever, febrile disease, hepatitis, cerebral 
hemorrhage. Some responded "death from disease" only.  
   
   
   
   

4.2.2. Year of Death  

   
 1995  1996  1997  1998  Unknown  Total  

Deaths 41 342 674 9 41 1,107



Percentage 3.7% 30.9% 60.9% 0.8% 3.7% 100.0%

   
* Mortality in 1997 was much worse than in 1996.  

* By age, in 1997, mortality i) rapidly increased up to age 59, ii) less increased less so in the 
60s, and iii) decreased by the 70s. It is suggested that the famine has progressed and had 
already affected the elderly 60 or above before 1997.  
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4.3. Mortality Data in Interviewees' Residential "Ban"  
4.3.1. Mortality Rate in Residential Bans(*) 

   
Province  Number of  

Interviewees 
Average  

Households 
Average  

Population 
Average  
Mortality 

Average   
Mortality 

Rate  

Mortality 
Rate of  
Family 

members  

N Hamgyong  309 27 129 37 29% 25%

S Hamgyong  135 28 129 41 32% 29%

Chagang  10 24 124 39 31% 30%

Ryanggang  14 31 149 36 24% 27%

N Pyongan  7 26 133 34 26% 34%

S Pyongan  10 29 131 40 31% 34%

N Hwanghae  8 30 152 34 22% 32%

S Hwanghae  18 25 135 38 28% 31%

Kangwon  14 26 136 41 30% 28%

Pyongyang  4 26 121 18 15% 19%

Nampo  2 23 148 48 32% 27%

Unknown  239 - - - - -

Total  770 27 130 38 29% 27%

   
* The 29% mortality rate in residential bans is higher than the 27% among 
family members.  



* "Ban" is a basic administrative unit that comprises 30-40 households (100-
150 people)  
   

4.3.2. Cause of Death in Residential Bans 

 
* The main causes of death in hometowns are starvation (19%) and 
starvation+disease (77%), which show 96% of deaths resulted from starvation 
and diseases. Being different from the cause of death of family members, that 
of hometowns was answered in brief "starved and diseased."  
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4.4. Change in Living Conditions and Social Consciousness in North Korea  
4.4.1. Health Condition of the Living 

  
 People  Percent  Valid Percent  

Not diseased  1574 52.2% 60.2%

Malnourished  392 13.0% 15.0%

Tuberculosis  117 3.9% 4.5%

Stomach   82 2.7% 3.1% 

Hepatitis  76 2.5% 2.9% 

Dise-
ase  

Heart   

650  

58

21.5%

1.9%

24.8% 

2.2% 



Others  317 10.5% 12.1% 

Unknown  398 13.2% -  

Total  3,014 100.0% 100.0% 

 
* About 40% of the living are suffering from malnutrition or diseases.  

* The ¡°living¡± refers to the living people deducting 1,107 dead from 4,121 family members of interviewees

* Other diseases refers kidney disease, disability, swelling, arthritis, bronchitis, loss of eyesight, etc.  

¡¡  

4.4.2. Food Distribution - Year of Discontinuation 
  

Year of   
Discontinuation  

People  Percent  Valid Percent  Accumulated 
Valid percent 

1992 or before 68 8.8% 9.7% 9.7%

1993 106 13.8% 15.0% 24.7%

1994 252 32.7% 35.8% 60.5%

1995 224 29.1% 31.8% 92.3%

1996 or after 54 7.0% 7.7% 100.0%

Unknown 66 8.6% -  -  



Total 770 100.0% 100.0% -  

  

 
* The years of discontinuation of public distribution are focussed on 1994 & 1995. One needs to note that the 
current food shortage should not only be attributed to a series of natural disasters beginning with the flood in 
1995. It has become increasingly aggravated since 1992.  

* By province, South Hamgyong has a high number in 1993 & 1994, and North Hamgyong and other 
provinces have a high number in 94 & 95, which show the time of discontinuation in South Hamgyong was 
earlier than other areas.  
   
   

4.4.3. The Ways of Survival Since the Discontinuation of Public Food Distribution (Multiple Responses) 
  

Ways of Survival  Number of 
responses  

Percent of  
responses  

Percent of 
cases  

Selling firewood, wild vegetables, etc. 371 26.1% 49.5% 

Selling furniture 295 20.7% 39.4%

Eating grass roots, rice roots, tree bark, 
etc. 

288 20.3% 38.5% 

Getting help from relatives 155 10.9% 20.7% 

Stealing 55 3.9% 7.3% 

Selling house 50 3.5% 6.7% 

Farming fields in mountains 43 3.0% 5.7% 



Begging 42 3.0% 5.6% 

Wandering around other places for food 37 2.6% 4.9% 

Collecting herbs to exchange with food 23 1.6% 3.1% 

Doing day labor 10 0.7% 1.3% 

Miscellaneous 53 3.7% 7.1% 

 Total 1,422 100.0%  

  
* By province, more people in North Hamgyong received help from relatives, more people in South 
Hamgyong sold things, and more people in other provinces ate grass roots and tree bark.  

* A high proportion of people who crossed the border in 1997 reported eating grass roots, etc.; many people 
in 1998 responded they sold various things to survive.  

* "Doing day labor" refers porterage, wage labor and day labor.  

 4.4.4. The Most Difficult Province (Multiple Answers)  
  

 N Hamgyong  S Hamgyong Other areas  Similar  Total  

Responses  119 269 129 89  

Frequency 
of   

responses  

19.6% 44.4% 21.3% 14.7% 100.0%



Frequency of 
people  

23.9% 54.0% 25.9% 17.9% 121.7%

 
* South Hamgyong was considered the most difficult province in North Korea.  

* By residential province, 31.6% of people from North Hamgyong answered that South Hamgyong was the 
most difficult province, while a 3.3% percentage of people from South Hamgyong answered that North 
Hamgyong was the most difficult. This suggests that the situation in South Hamgyong was much more 
serious.  

* The number of people who responded were 498.  
   
   

4.4.5. More Difficult Area - Urban or Rural 
  

 Urban  Rural  Similar  No Answer  Total  

Interviewees 500 10 16 244 770

Percent 64.9% 1.3% 2.1% 31.7% 100.0%

Valid percent 95.1% 1.9% 3.0% -  100.0%



 
* Urban areas turned out to be much worse than rural areas. In 1998, however, the number of people who 
responded that rural areas were worse or similar increased dramatically.  
  

   

4.4.6. Reason for the Famine (Multiple Responses)  

  

Reason for the Famine  Responses  Frequency of 
Responses  

Frequency of 
people  

Decreased food production caused by   

natural disasters   
198 23.3% 35.2%

Incorrect policy 131 15.4% 23.3%

Over-spending on armaments  101 11.9% 17.9%

Bureaucratic misrule 91 10.7% 16.2%

Failures of leadership  87 10.2% 15.5%

No open-door policy  80 9.4% 14.2%

No policy for economic development  25 2.9% 4.4%

No reunification  22 2.6% 3.9%

Others 116 13.5% 20.6%



Total  851 100.0% 151.2%

  

* By gender distribution, more males than females believe the famine was caused by incorrect policy and 
failures of leadership, while females believe it was caused by natural disasters.  

* By age, older people tend to think it was caused by natural disasters and the younger people in their 20s, 
30s & 40s tend to attribute it was caused by incorrect policy.  

* By occupation, more laborers than office workers tend to criticize incorrect policy and office workers tend 
to attribute it to bureaucratic misrule and natural disasters.  

* By province, South & North Hamgyong tend to blame incorrect policy, and other provinces tend to think it 
was caused by natural disasters.  

* In 1997 people tended to blame natural disasters and no open-door policy, while people in 1998 tended to 
blame political and economic factors.  

* Others answered 'no agricultural development', 'shortage of fertilizer & chemicals', economic embargo by 
the USA', 'no foreign aid', etc.  

   
   

4.4.7. Items on Sale in the Markets (Multiple Responses) 
  

Items on Sale  Responses  Frequency of   
Responses  

Frequency of 
people  

Food/rations 525 51.3% 97.8%



Clothes, shoes, socks, etc 224 21.9% 41.7%

Used goods 90 8.8% 16.8%

Heating fuel(coal & wood) 58 5.7% 10.8%

Convenience goods 48 4.7% 8.9%

Furniture 24 2.3% 5.8%

Farming implements 23 2.2% 4.5%

Miscellaneous 31 3.0% 4.3%

Total  1,023 100.0% 190.5%

 
* Most of the items on sale turned out to be food and clothes.  

* According to reports by year of crossing over to China, the proportion of clothes & shoes in 1997 is higher 
than that in 1998. In 1998, the proportion of coal, firewood, convenience goods, furniture & used goods 
increased. Fertilizer and farming implements were shown some in 1997 and begin to disappear in 1998.  
   
   

4.4.8. Necessities besides Rations (Multiple Responses) 
  

Necessities  Responses  Frequency of  
responses  

Frequency of  
people  

Clothes, shoes, socks & blankets  466 21.2% 84.3%



Medicine/nutrients  438 19.9% 79.2%

Convenience goods (soap, toothpaste,   

thread, needles, etc)  
241 11.0% 43.6%

Heating fuel (coal & firewood)  220 10.0% 39.8%

Water 194 8.8% 35.1%

Electricity  171 7.8% 30.9%

Lighting equipment (lanterns,   

Candles, etc)  
170 7.7% 30.7%

Subsidiary foods (meat, salt,   

oil, etc)  
127 5.8% 23.0%

Money 46 2.1% 8.3%

Everything 32 1.5% 5.8%

Transportation/telecommunication 30 1.4% 5.4%

Insecticide for lice & bedbugs 12 0.5% 2.2%

Miscellaneous 50 2.3% 9.0%

Total  2,197 100.0% 397.3%

  



 
* By age, older people need more medicine.  

* Although medicine is an item in great need (refer to <4.4.7. Items on Sale in Markets>), it is not on sale in 
the markets. There is no supply of medicine regardless of strong demand.  

* Since water and electricity are items in great need. Proper drinking water is urgently required.  
   
   

4.4.9. Heating 
  

Heating  Interviewees  Percent  Valid Percent  

Able to manage 180 23.4% 34.8%

Barely managing 169 21.9% 32.7%

No heating 160 20.8% 30.9%

No house 8 1.0% 1.5%

Unknown 253 32.9% -  

Total  770 100.0% 100.0%

  



 
* No big difference in areas and social levels. 
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4.5. Time of Border Crossing and Safety of Hide-outs  
4.5.1. Time of Border Crossing 

   
Time of Crossing  Interviewees  Percentage  

Aug 97 of 
before 

30 3.9%

Sep 97 27 3.5%

Oct 97 71 9.2%

Nov 97 163 21.2%

Dec 97 159 20.6%

Jan 98 151 19.6%

Feb 98 130 16.9%

Mar 98 38 4.9%



Total 770 100.0%

* Most interviewers crossed the border for Sep 97- Feb 98. This is likely because that interviews 
were done soon after they crossed the border, and most interviewees returned soon after they 
obtained adequate food.  

* By gender, females crossed border earlier than males.  

* By occupation, office workers and jobless crossed the border earlier than others.  
   
   

4.5.2. Safety of Hide-outs 
   

 Safe  Unsafe  Unknown  Total  

Interviewee 388 204 178 770

Percent 50.4% 26.5% 23.1% 100.0%



 
* Most of the people who answered "safe" have relatives in China, and the people who responded 
"unsafe" do not have any.  

* By gender, more females answered "unsafe" than males.  

* By age, the younger people answered "unsafe".  
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5. Summary and obligations of the International Community  

5.1 Summary  

5.1.1. This is the first survey administered to the people of North Korea in 
order to elicit information about famine conditions in that country. Only a 
limited number of respondents could be interviewed in border areas under 
distressing circumstances. By combining the research of interviewers and the 
responses of interviewees, we have determined that the worst famine in 
human history is now transpiring in North Korea.  

5.1.2 Astonishingly, the mortality rate over the last 2 years and 8 months 
(Aug. 1995 - March 1998) has reached 27%. The mortality rate among infants 
and children under 9 was 37% and mortality rate under 3 was above 50%. The 
mortality rate for the elderly over 60 was very high and for adults aged 10 - 50 
also appeared to be rapidly increasing. The mortality rate for 1996 was at 
8.43% and for 1997, 17.97% (refer to 4.1.8). These percentages reflect a 



particularly rapid increase in death in this impoverished population.  

5.1.3. The most famine stricken area is South Hamgyong. Starvation is 
worsening in both rural and urban areas.  

5.1.4. This survey indicates that those who were once thought to be unaffected 
by the famine directly such as cadres, farmers, and soldiers are now also 
victims.  

5.1.5. It was found that refugees' residential bans which were the basis of their 
communities have been destroyed by the famine. The average mortality rate of 
531 bans in North Korea was 29%.  

5.1.6. Causes of death were attributed to starvation (38.9%), starvation/illness 
(11.0%), and illness (44.8%). Famine survivors also suffered from 
malnutrition (15%), disease (24.8%), etc. Almost 39.8% of the survivors are 
in danger unless a urgent, large scale operation of food aid and medicine is 
launched immediately.  

5.1.7 As suspected, the public food distribution had already been stopped by 
1995 in almost 92.3% of the nation and the distribution system was ruined as 
well.  

5.1.8. As many as 60% of the refugee respondents attributed the causes of 
famine to social factors such as incorrect policy, over-spending on the 
military, failure of market reforms, bureaucracy by the cadres, etc. We must 
note that more people consider social elements to be the major cause of the 
famine in 1997 than in 1996.  

5.1.9. Interviews among refugee respondents confirmed that the demand for 
clothes, medicine, convenience goods and heating equipment as well as food 
is increasing for those residing in North Korea.  

5.2 Obligations of the International Community  

Large scale emergency food aid is required to prevent the massive deaths in North Korea in 
early 1998. This is the only action that can mitigate the imminent food crisis effectively.  

The current status of wholesale starvation in North Korea is much worse than similar 
disasters such as the famine in Ethiopia and Somalia. It is the worst human tragedy of the late 
20th century.  

We cannot find a solution if we come to the table with political agendas or motives. 
Humanitarian assistance without conditions is the only solution. Political responses may 
produce desired political results but they cannot prevent deaths of holocaust proportion.  

More than 2 million tons of food, preventives for epidemics, medicine and drinking water 
must be provided this year. Mid-term and long-term plans have to be implemented to restore 
property damaged by flood and to assure future agricultural development and the 



manufacture of necessities.  

International NGOs who work for people who suffer from hunger, disease and illiteracy 
regardless of ethnicity, nationality or religion, should take urgent action to protect future 
victims of this tragedy.  

5.2.1 Donor governments should increase their pledges to the UN food aid 
appeal immediately and send food more quickly in order that food aid gets to 
the two population groups dying at the highest rates - children and the elderly.

5.2.2 More programmatic attention should be given by UN agencies, 
particularly UNICEF, the Red Cross and non-governmental organizations, to 
prevent the spread of epidemics by taking public health measures to get public 
water and sewerage systems functioning again along with mass immunization 
campaigns.  

5.2.3 South Korean civic groups, the ROK government and the mass media 
should unite and publicly recognize the reality of the North Korean famine. 
On the other hand, a consortium of the organizations has to be formed to help 
the North Korean people who are suffering so miserably.  

5.2.4 The USA should lift sanctions immediately. The deadly famine in North 
Korea provides graphic evidence that sanctions primarily kill innocent people. 
The United States should take a leadership role to eliminate this cruel form of 
warfare against innocent civilians.  

5.2.5 The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), in cooperation 
with the Chinese government, should immediately conduct an extensive 
survey of the worsening refugee crisis along the Chinese border. If more food 
is moved into the northeastern cities immediately, the refugee movement into 
China will decrease because people are leaving North Korea in search of food.

5.2.6 The North Korean government should implement major reforms in the 
agricultural system, and the international community should assist its efforts. 
If not, this terrible tragedy will be re-enacted year after year.  
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