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The chronic crisis which has affected one of the 
most isolated and authoritarian countries in 
the world for at least two decades poses a 
dilemma to the international community. 
The renewed famine facing the Korean 
population is largely "state-caused", even if 
recent climatic problems have worsened the 
situation.  
Moreover, while begging for foreign aid the 
regime remains inflexible on international 
demands on denuclearisation, human rights 
and even the monitoring of international 
assistance in the field.  
Previous experience has demonstrated North 
Korea's resistance to conforming to 
international standards on aid monitoring and 
transparency. In addition, there is strong 
evidence proving some food aid has been 
diverted to military and party elites. 
In this context, the international community 
has to make the difficult choice of whether to 
help starving Koreans – hostages of their 
government – or sacrifice them for political 
reasons, namely to hasten the collapse of this 
impoverished, discredited and potentially 
dangerous regime. The European Union's 
general position, that food aid is to be given on 
a needs-only basis, would allow it to respond to 
NGO calls for urgent food aid. On 29 April, the 
World Food Programme announced the launch 
of a one-year emergency operation in North 
Korea. 
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Imminent famine 

North Korea faces a famine. More than 
6 million vulnerable people are in urgent 
need of international food assistance 
estimated at 434 000 tonnes. That is the 
conclusion of the report on the Rapid Food 
Security Assessment Mission from 21 
February until 11 March 2011 led by the 
World Food Programme (WFP).  

The mission followed a request for food 
assistance from the North Korean 
government. This request came in parallel to 
direct bilateral demands for food aid, made 
by its embassies in 40 countries, including 
some poor African ones. This approach, 
unusual for Pyongyang, is for some 
commentators proof of the gravity of the 
crisis to come, especially as the problem is far 
from being new.  

For more than two decades, recurrent food 
shortages have been part of North Korean 
reality. It was in the 1990s, when one of the 
most destructive famines of the 20th century 
killed between 600 000 and 1 million people 
(3-5% of North Korea's population)1, that the 
international community realised the 
desperate nutritional situation of people 
living under one of the most isolated 
regimes in the world. Nowadays one-third of 
women and children are malnourished. The 
high stunting rates (low height for age), 
ranging from 22-45% depending on 
province, are evidence of chronic 
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http://www.wfp.org/content/democratic-people-s-republic-korea-wfpfaounicef-rapid-food-security-assessment-march-2011
http://www.wfp.org/content/democratic-people-s-republic-korea-wfpfaounicef-rapid-food-security-assessment-march-2011
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malnutrition – insufficient energy input and 
dietary diversity – over a long period of 
time.2 

China, which has the best inside knowledge 
of the situation due to its close links with the 
regime, has recently reinforced fences and 
patrols on its borders with North Korea. This 
may be advance warning of an imminent 
and critical deterioration in an already bad 
situation.3 

Causes 

Pyongyang mainly blames natural disasters 
in explanation of the hunger problem. 
External commentators often talk about 
"state-created" famine. Without negating 
external factors it is evident that the reasons 
why the regime cannot feed its people are 
often inherent to the system. The main 
reasons include:  

Natural catastrophes  
In 2010-11 floods and extreme cold winters 
have resulted in the loss of 232 00O tonnes 
of food production (wheat, spring barley, 
potatoes).4 An outbreak of foot-and-mouth 
disease has ravaged North Korea’s livestock.  

The floods that regularly hit the country are 
exacerbated by soil erosion and river silting. 
Moreover, following the official doctrine of 
"self reliance", and taking into account that 
only one-fifth of the land is arable, the 
government has continued deforestation. 

External trade related causes  
In 2010-11, North Korea's import capacity 
was reduced as a consequence of higher 
food and fuel prices on the international 
market and lower export earnings. 

In the longer term perspective, the 
breakdown of the special trade relationship 
with Russia, and to a lesser extent that with 
China, put the North Korean state economy 
under tremendous pressure. Until 1991, the 
Soviet Union was the primary supplier of the 
oil, sold well below market prices, which was 
the basis of energy-intensive Korean 
industry. 

"Military-first policy"  
The persistence of food shortages is 
explained by some commentators as 
resulting largely from the regime's policy 
choice to focus its resources and energy on 
building a powerful military. In 1999, for 
example, North Korea stopped importing 
food but bought 40 MIG-21 planes and eight 
military helicopters from Kazakhstan.5 The 
government's expenditure priorities are part 
of the hunger problem. 

Collapse of the Public Distribution System 
(PDS) 
For political reasons, the regime suppressed 
private production and distribution of grain. 
Crops are cultivated in cooperative farms 
and distributed via the so-called PDS – the 
socialist scheme of entitlement to food. The 
PDS was the main source of food supply for 
the majority of Koreans until it collapsed 
during the famines of the 1990s. Gradually 
the regime allowed some open markets, but 
this trend was stopped in 2005 when the 
regime limited the market system and 
restored the PDS. The currency reform of 
2009 was intended to reduce the wealth of 
the merchant class which had started to 
grow.  

Uneven distribution of food across 
population 
Not all North Koreans suffer from food 
shortages to the same degree. The PDP has 
always reflected the social and political 
hierarchy of the regime. At the top are the 
military and special security forces and party 
elites. They not only receive bigger rations 
(700 grammes per person/day) but also 
benefit from independent party or special 
distribution systems more resistant to 
shortages. Some professional sectors are 
similarly privileged: miners receive 700 g per 
day, construction workers (700 g/day), and 
cooperative farmers (600 g/day), at the 
expense of other sectors of the population.  

In fact, the general PDS is supplied only after 
allocations are secured for the "special" and 
professional systems of distribution. The 
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average ration size under the PDS is, in 
theory, 573 grammes per person per day, but 
in practice the rations are adjusted from 
month to month depending on availability. 
There is also strong evidence of geographical 
inequalities in food allocation. At times in the 
1990s famine, food rations in the capital 
were twice those in less protected 
provinces.6 

Since December 2010, the average ration 
size has been 400 grammes per person per 
day.7 The PDS, on which 16 million (of 24 
million) citizens today depend, will run out of 
food in May or June if foreign aid does not 
replenish stocks. 
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Foreign food aid: facts and figures 

Despite its declared aspiration of "self-
reliance", the North Korean regime has been 
increasingly dependent on foreign 
assistance. Since 1995, the international 
community has donated more than 12 
million tonnes of food.  

Figure 1: Total estimated food aid 1995-2008 

 
Source: Interfaits, quoted after Congressional Research 
Service 

Since 2002 there has been a decline in WFP 
assistance, which is of course dependent on 
states' contributions. This trend can be 
explained by three main reasons: 

 "donor fatigue" with the long term and 
structural character of the Korean hunger 

problem, coupled with food emergency 
situations in other parts of the world   

 "donor irritation", since North Korea has 
continued the development of its nuclear 
and missiles programmes and placed 
restrictions on aid monitoring 

 North Korean preference for Chinese and 
South Korean aid with low, or no, 
monitoring standards. Indeed the two 
main donors, China and South Korea, 
account for more than 50% of total help 
from 1995-2008. They channel most of 
their food aid directly to North Korea 
without passing through WFP.8 

Figure 2: Major food donors to North Korea, 1995-
2008. 

Republic of Korea 
26.6%

China 24.7%United States of 
America 19.7%

Japan 10.7%

European 
Community 4.6%

Other 13.7%

 
Source: Interfaits, 

From 1998-2008, South Korea provided 
regular and relatively unconditional food 
assistance to the North. In the framework of 
the left-of-centre government's "sunshine 
policy" over 400 000 tonnes of rice, and 
substantial amount of fertilisers, were sent 
every year directly to the North. The shift 
away from this policy occurred with the 
establishment of a conservative government 
in 2008. From then, relations ware to be 
founded on reciprocity: humanitarian aid 
was made conditional on North Korean 
cooperation on denuclearisation. As a result 
in 2007-08 South Korean food aid was cut by 
70% and it was suspended the next season. 
In November 2010, the government allowed 
NGOs to restart private humanitarian 
assistance to the northern neighbour.  

http://www.wfp.org/fais/
http://www.wfp.org/fais/
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China is considered the main benefactor of 
North Korea, not only in terms of food aid, 
but also fuel, fertilisers and industrial 
investment. Between 1996 and 2008, China's 
food aid varied between 100 000 tonnes in 
1995 and 300 000 tonnes in 2009, with a 
peak approaching 540 000 tonnes in 2005.  

Following its policy which decouples, in 
principle, political from humanitarian 
considerations, the United States provided 
substantial food assistance to North Korea 
from 1995. But following the restrictions 
placed on the WFP mission inside the 
country, this assistance fell drastically, to zero 
in 2006 and 2007. In 2008 Washington 
decided to resume its contribution after 
concluding an agreement with North Korea 
on monitoring issues. Only one-third of the 
500 000 tonnes foreseen to be sent (400 000 
via WFP and 100 000 via NGOs) was shipped. 
Disagreements concerning transparency in 
its distribution led Washington to end its 
assistance. In March 2009, US NGOs 
distributing food were invited to leave North 
Korea. Currently the USA is not providing any 
food aid to North Korea, but the Obama 
administration says it is ready to do so if 
North Korea commits to irreversibly 
dismantle its nuclear programme, and allows 
proper monitoring of aid distribution. 
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The European Union is not a major donor of 
food assistance to North Korea. However 
between 1995 and 2005 the EU provided 
North Korea with humanitarian aid worth 
€370 million. Under the Food Security 
Programme, the EU is funding mostly NGO 
projects with a total of €35 million in the 
2007-10 period. The aim is to support a shift 
from relief to rehabilitation, thus avoiding a 
relapse into food emergency situations.9  

According to the WFP's Interfaits database 
the most generous EU Member State donors 
are Germany, Italy and Sweden. 

 

 

Figure 3: Estimated EU food aid to North Korea, 
1995-2009 

No Data

From 42 to 789 metric ton

From 790 to 13 759 metric ton

From 13 760 to 58 736 metric ton

Over 58 737 metric ton

 
Source: Interfaits, 

Political dilemma 

None of the United States, South Korea and 
the EU has yet taken a decision on their 
response to the North Korean demand for 
help, backed by the WFP report. Several 
issues make this humanitarian decision 
politically difficult to take:  

The regime's nuclear game 
While considering humanitarian help to 
North Korea, donor countries have rising 
exasperation at the regime's nuclear 
activities. In 2002, it withdrew from the 
Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty and 
expelled international inspectors. Since then 
it has conducted two nuclear tests (in 2003 
and 2009), both of which were strongly 
condemned by the international community. 
A number of voices call for making food aid 
conditional on the regime's willingness to 
engage in serious negotiations aimed at its 
denuclearisation. The last round of "Six Party 
Talks" was suspended in April 2009 after 
North Korea pulled out. However some 
substantial doubts remain as to the good 
faith of the North Korean regime, whose 

http://www.wfp.org/fais/
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/topics/dslbj/
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/topics/dslbj/
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main aim would be to manipulate future 
negotiations to generate benefits, food 
included, for its otherwise bankrupt 
regime.10 
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Prolonging the regime's life 
For a number of comm
humanitarian assistance prolongs 
the life of the regime and enables 
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Sung's birth. 

The dilemma is clear: is the short 
term cost in human lives, caused 
by famine in case of denial of 
international food aid, worth the long-term 
benefits that 
would bring? 

Humanitarian and human rights NGOs are 
urging donor countries to provide 
humanitarian assistance to North Korea 
based on need instead of political 
consideration.11 And to do so even if 
monitoring the 
impossible task.  

Monitoring problem 
From the beginning of the international aid 
effort in 1995, it was clear that the regime 
was unwilling to accept basic principles 
governing humanitarian assistance 
worldwide. These norms include access, 
transparency of aid operations, non-
discrimination in distribution and a focus on 
the most vulnerable target groups.12 The 
North Korean government put severe 
restrictions on access to some regions, 
limited the number of international staff, and 
did not permit the use of Korean-speaking 
staff, forcing the WFP and NGOs to use 
official government translators. Site visits are 
not random and unannounced, as is usually 
the case in WFP monitoring, and must be 

accompanied by central government staff. 
Any local official or staff member judged to 
be getting too close to humanitarian staff is 
rapidly replaced. When food shortages are 
severe the Korean government makes some 

ssions, relaxing the restrictions 
imposed, but once the 
situation becomes less critical, 
these con
reversed.  

Aid diversion  
With substantial limitations 
imposed on monitoring, it is 
not surprising that 30% of 
international food aid is 
diverted from its original 
target, accordingly to some 
estimates. Refugee interviews 
suggest that the main 
beneficiary of this diversion is 

military and party staff and family 
members.13 Part of it is being diverted not for 
personal consumption, but to be sold on the 
black market, paradoxically s

According to the WFP, 
agreement has been 
reached with North Korea 
on monitoring issues for its 
forthcoming emergency 
operation announced on 29 
April. Planned for one year, 
the operation will include 
more than 400 site visits by 
WFP staff, with 24 hours 
notice. About one-fifth of 
international staff, which 
will increase from ten to 59, 
will be Korean speaking. 

EU position 

The EU has not yet decided on its response 
to the North Korean appeal for food aid. 
Among the Member States, the Czech 
Republic has already decided to reject it. 
However, the general EU position formulated 
in the Commission's Communication on 
humanitarian food assistance, and endorsed 
by the Council in May 2010, states that 
"decisions on the allocation of humanitarian 
food assistance will be strictly needs based". 
At the same time, the EU and Member States 
should ensure that aid is monitored, without 
hindrance, which is a difficult task in case of 
North Korea. 

Parliament's position 
The European Parliament has, in several 
resolutions, expressed its concern about the 
hunger problem in North Korea. MEPs have 
also criticised the North Korean government 
for preventing a full assessment of the food 

http://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/policies/sectoral/Food_Assistance_Comm.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/policies/sectoral/Food_Assistance_Comm.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Full_Report_454.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Full_Report_454.pdf
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crisis and for hampering monitoring. The 
1998 resolution on the food crisis in North 
Korea calls on EU governments to make 
future aid conditional on the donors' ability 
to monitor the distribution. The 2010 
resolution on North Korea calls on the 
Commission to maintain existing 
humanitarian aid programmes and channels 
of communication, and to rigorously monitor 
the distribution of food aid. It calls as well on 
the regime to ensure access

Further reading 

Foreign Assistance to North Korea/ ME Manyin, 
MB Nikitin, Congressional Research Service, 12 
March 2011. 

North Korea/ DG for External Policies, Policy 
Department, Country briefing 2011. 

 

 
 to food for all 

citizens on the basis of need 
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