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1. Food Crisis Since 2006
	Date
	     Condition of Food and Public Distribution 

	2006
	· South Korea government totally stopped humanitarian aid right after the     missile test and the nuclear experiment. 

· After the flood damages in July 2006, total agricultural production in 2006 was estimated 2.8 million tons including 1.8 million tons of total food production of each province
· The fear that there would be another Arduous March in 2007 surged.

	2007.01
	· There was no distribution for New Year’s Day (3 day amount of long-grain rice was distributed only in Pyongyang)

· The amount of food supply to the military dropped to 60%.

	2007.02
	· After Chairman Kim Jong-Il’s visit to major cities throughout the country and the release of rice for the military to the public, food price fell.

- In Chungjin, the price of rice went down from 1000 Won/kg to 850~900 Won/kg.
· Total 4 day amount of food was distributed due to overlapping of Lunar New Year’s Day and 2.16 holiday

        *Note: 2.16 Holiday is set for celebrating Chairman Kim Jong-Il’s birthday

	2007.03
	· Around March 10th, 10~15 day amount of rice for the army provision was released to the entire provincial capital cities.

· The residents’ rice purchasing power did not increase.

· Restriction on rice trading in markets was intensified. 

	2007.04
	· 2 day amount of food was distributed on April 15th - the Day of the Sun.

        *Note: Day of the Sun is set for celebrating the birthday of Kim Il Sung

	2007.05
	· The price of rice went up from 800 Won/kg to 900 – 950 Won/kg, simultaneously around the country.

	2007.06
	· In major cities, rice was traded at 950~1,000 Won/kg.

· From late June, starvation to death began to occur. 

· Around 10 people per day in average died from the famine in some cities and towns in  North Pyongan Province, Ryanggang Province, Jagang Province and Hamgyung Province.

	2007.07
	· The price of rice went up 1,200~1,300 Won/kg, nationally in mid-July.

· All the regions including Hamgyung, Kangwon, and Pyongan Provinces suffered from rice shortage.

	2007.08
	· Except some regions including Chugnjin, the nation suffered from flood. 

· After the flood damage the price of rice  increased up to 1,500~1,800 Won/kg and the price of corn up to 450Won/kg. 

	2007.09
	· In Hwanghae Province (e.g. Baechun, Haeju, Sariwon) the price of rice hit the price 1,700 Won/kg, the highest price in history. 

· The price of corn increased to 550~650 Won nationwide including Pyongyang, Chungjin and Sinuiju area.

· Inspection of rice trading in the market resumed.

	2007.10
	· Inspection of the minimum age for trading in the market begun around the nation.
· The minimum age of less than 30 was strengthened from under 40 to under 49 gradually. 
· The price of rice went down during the harvest season. 

· The price of rice which was at 1,700~1,800 Won level in the early October went down to 1,300~1,400Won/kg.

	2007.11
	· The price of rice dropped to 1,200~1,300 Won/kg, but the price of corn stayed at 450~600Won/kg.

· 5,000 ton of rice borrowed from South Korea was supplied to North Hamgyung Province.

· Agricultural production from individually cultivated farm patches decreased. 

	2007.12
	· Due to decline in production of each collective farm, food distribution time was delayed and the distribution amount was decreased.

· Farmers concerned about that food would run out at the end of February. 

	2008.01
	·  At the end of food distribution, the food price trend rebounded.
· The price of rice  was around 1,400~1,500Won/kg, and the price of corn was around 650~700Won/kg

· There was a setback in food import because of drastically increased duties on food items by China (5% for long grain rice, 20% for corn, and 10~25% for flour) and required report of SGS quality verification imported Chinese food products by North Korean custom house. (*SGS is an inspection, verification, testing and certification company.)
· Flour price radically increased from 1,000~1,200 Won to 1,700 Won

· Food rationings were stopped nationwide including Wonsan in Kwangwon province, Gowon and Jungpyung in South Hamgyung Province, and Giljoo in North Hamgyung Province 

· Residents in Gimchaek city expected the price of corn would increase higher than 1,000 Won/kg in April.

	2008.02
	· 20% of the families in rural were expected to run out of food on February, and 40% of those would be on late March.
· North Korea authority surveyed food possession of farmers’ households.

· The price of rice was 1,300Won/kg and the price of corn was 720 Won/kg in Baechun County, Ryongyeon County and Oongjin County in South Hwanghae Province. 

	2008.03
	· Attendance rate decreased at munitions factories in Eunduk County North Hamgyung Province and Chungjin Gimchaek Steel mill

· Food rationings were stopped nationwide such as in Ryongchun, Chunma, Uiju in North Pyongan Province and Chaeryung in South Hwanghae Province

→ The number of deserting workers rapidly increased in the aftermath of food shortage

· Farm workers attendance rate plummeted because of the food shortage in the breadbasket regions, which caused serious problems in preparing.for farming season 

· Food rationing has stopped for 6 months since April in Pyongyang.

· The price of rice jumped from 1,300Won to 2,000Won during a month (↑54%). The price of rice in Nampo reached 2,050Won, all time high. 

· Even the price of corn soared from 700Won to 1000Won, and all time high 1,050 Won in Nampo (↑50%).

	2008.04
	· The second Arduous March has begun.

· The price of grains skyrocketed: 2,800Won/kg for rice, 1,800Won/kg for corn.
· Speculation of rice conducted by some money owners increased, expecting the price would rise up to 3,000Won.

→ It became hard to find food in markets.

· Government authorities intensively cracked down on speculation of rice and initiated a strong rice price control. 

- Unconditional punishments and confiscations were applied to all practices of trading rice at more than 2,200 Won/kg.  

· More than 50% of rural households were expected to run out of food. →  The number of households relying on a bowl of grass porridge a day. →  The attendance rate of farm workers decreased. → They, after all, affected negatvely on preparation for farming.
· The number of separated family increased due to food shortage: “See again alive.”

· The number of children deserted by parents increased. Relief centers were overcrowded with Kkotjebis (homeless children), some of whom were released.
· Due to severe malnutrition of the children at Kkotjebi relief centers, orphanages, the death toll rised.

· An increase in suicides, violent crimes and immoral crimes led to a serious social instability. 

· In late April, the price of rice reached 3,100Won/kg in Hamheung city, 2,900-3,000Won/kg in Pyongsung. The price of corn reached 1,700-1,800won/kg. 
· Deaths by starvation took place in Yong-Duck County which is the most severly damaged area by the flood in 2006 and 2007) at the end of April. 


2. North Korea Food Price Trend
Figure 1. Grain price in Pyongyang from February to April in 2008
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    *Note: The price was lowered by the price control over grain on April 20th.

Figure 2. Grain price in Pyongsung from February to April in 2008
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Figure 3. Grain price in Hamheung from February to April in 2008
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Figure 4. Grain price in Wonsan from February to April in 2008
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Figure 5. Grain price in Sinuiju from February to April in 2008
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      *Note: The price upswing in Sinuiju is not as much as that in other areas, because it is located
        near the border and food is smuggled from China. 

3. Food Situation Articles Compilation from the North Korea Today

North Korea Today No.118 (April 7, 2008)
Nationwide Fertilizer Crisis for Upcoming Farming Season

All parts of North Korea are facing a lack of fertilizer for the upcoming farming season.

Due to a serious scarcity of agricultural materials, such as fertilizers, plastic sheets, and seeds, local traders from other parts of the nation are continuously coming to Sinuiju. Even after running around the whole city, however, these traders could not obtain enough materials and expressed their frustration that they would miss this year’s farming. In an effort to control this fertilizer crisis, the Central Party has ordered to provide each province with subsidies for purchase of fertilizer. Yet, local officials appeared to be skeptical about the Central Party’s decision. An official said that “Even though the Central Party offers 70 percent of the total cost of necessary fertilizers, the actual money that local parties would receive only reaches at 30-40 percent of the total expense. It is because a part of the fund is often taken by officers in the process of disbursement. Due to such embezzlement, we wish that the Central Party would directly provide us with fertilizers rather than fund to purchase them. In fact, even fertilizers are expected to be snatched in the process of delivery as well. In that case, nevertheless, we still can have actual fertilizers. With such little money, only covering 30-40 percent of the total expense of fertilizers that we need, we’re never able to buy enough fertilizers for our local farmers. Thus, no matter whether the Central Party provides actual fertilizers or subsidies, it generates concerns.”

“The Best Way to Help Us Is To Provide Food and Fertilizer”

“What North Korea needs most now is fertilizer, plastic sheets, and rice seeds. The best way to help us, therefore, is to provide food and fertilizer,” people uniformly answered, regardless of their social status, to the question what their urgent needs are. Baek Guanghyun, a 48-year old resident of Chungjin City, said that “The women’s collective protest against the market age restrictions policy in March can be seen as a people’s strong message that they would not helplessly die of hunger without taking action, unlike how they were during the Arduous March.” What is essential to the survival of North Koreans is an aid of fertilizer and plastic sheets. He continued to say, “During this difficult time, the women’s market protest was a natural incident that the food shortages caused. Reportedly, 60,000 households in Chungjin City are running out of food. In other words, approximately 200,000 people are suffering from hunger, assuming 3-4 members per household. When food rations for workers stop and women’s market activities are banned, the families of those people could not but die of hunger.” Go Sung-guk, a 53-year old resident of Hamheung, also mentioned that “What we need most is food and fertilizer.

We must have fertilizer and plastic sheets until the end of March. Otherwise, we cannot do farming this year. If we cannot do farming, something horrible will happen.”

Pyongyang to Stop Public Distribution till October

As of late March, the public distribution situation is very difficult, even in Pyongyang. Pyongyang recently decided to stop all public distribution from April till October. Some officials in Pyongyang are saying that such long stoppage of public distribution of food has never happened, even during the Arduous March. But the Pyongyang residents have some money with which they can buy foodstuffs in markets in Pyongsung, Sariwon, and Nampo, among others. And they also have some spare food, which means that no one is starving as of now. However, they are still nervous since their spare food levels are low and the food prices are skyrocketing. While the roads going to other cities are in bad condition, Pyongyang residents’ food situation will be in dire straits if the food supplies run low in other regional markets.

No Non-Public Distribution Management (NPDM) Allowed This Year

Last year, the authorities disallowed the non-public distribution management practice. This had which allowed collective farms to rent out unused or less productive land to workers in other industries that were shut down due to various reasons and therefore couldn’t pay their workers. These non-farm workers would then farm the land and survive on the harvests. This practice is called the 6-month farming practice because the land is rented out in 6 month increments. This year, the authorities continued the prohibition against this practice.

Kim Myung-duk (58) said, “The workers are saying that the government’s prohibition against NPM is going to make life really difficult for us. It’s hard enough to survive this year but what are we going to do next year with NPM?” One managers of a factory also agreed: “If we can’t do the NPM this year again, then I can’t, in good conscience, ask the workers to come to work. I would quit first. If we keep on going this way, I will be beaten to death by the workers.” Oh Sang-suk (54), who is the leader of a group of factory workers that make everyday essentials, supposedly yelled at his factory manager,

“They shouldn’t ask us to report to work if they don’t allow NPM. I will be the first one to not come to work. Don’t even think about asking my team to come to work.” Oh was called into the police station and was punished severely for three days but still insists that he hasn’t changed his mind.

Despair Spreading Over Lack of Food

People all over the nation are feeling anxious because of the overall lack of food. Some even have shadows of palpable despair on their faces. One worker in an export company similarly despaired, “During the Arduous March, we learned survival mechanisms.

Usually, we would cope through the 6-month farming practice, farming on private plots, and trading in the markets. Our government stopped us from doing these one by one. At the end of 2005, they stopped us from doing the 6-month farming and using private plots because they said the public distribution was starting back up. Last year, they began to crack down on market activities. Also, the heaven was not on our side. We had huge floods two years in a row. There is no way anyone has huge stores of food because we haven’t had good harvest for two consecutive years. So, how are we supposed to live without food? What use is skills and willpower if we don’t have food?”

An official in Pyongyang echoed similar sentiments, saying, “No matter how much they exhort us to come up with plans to get over this crisis in food, how can we come up with food that just isn’t there? China is limiting food exports and we don’t have our own stores of food left. The Cabinet might have all the meetings they want but what could they do?

The food situation was improving from 2002-2004 in the aftermath of the Arduous

March, but it started going downhill again in 2005 when talks of restarting the public distribution system came up, which was a huge mistake. Our country is in serious trouble right now for sure, with all the flood damages, lack of fertilizer, ill-conceived seizures of private plots, and stoppage of non-public distribution management policy.” He went on to say that there are officials who agree with him but are too afraid to speak up. “I would try to muster up courage to speak if there is any chance of change, but the situation inside is probably far worse than what they suspect from the outside,” he continued. There are rumors that famine victims will start to appear in major cities like Pyongyang, Hamheung, Chungjin, and other major cities by April. By May, we could see a mass famine.

Going Round and Round In Search of Rice

During the nationwide food crisis, North Hamgyung Province is relatively in a good condition according to rice merchants. It is because North Hamgyung Province was the only place that avoided last year’s floods. Recently, Namkang Company in Chungjin imported 300 MT of rice with a deferred payment through Hoeryung Customs. The original trade price per ton was $360 but Namkang purchased the rice for $430 per ton due to its deferred payment plan. As the rice was delivered to Chungjin, local traders from other parts of the country were heading to Chungjin.

Meanwhile, Chungjin traders are actually leaving for Sinuiju in order to get rice because

Chungjin is running short of the rice due to a large outflow of the rice to other cities. The reason why Chungjin traders are coming to Sinuiju is that they are expecting to get some rice produced from farms near Sinuiju or food smuggled from China. Sinuiju, however, has been under extensive Anti-socialist Conscience investigations. Likewise, traders from all different parts of the nation are continuously moving around in search of rice. In the meantime, these rice traders are expecting that the rice price will go up soon to 2,000 won per kg.

North Korea Today No.119 (April 14, 2008)
End of March, Price of Rice and Corn Reaches Highest Level in History

The price of foodstuffs is increasing at an incredible pace. On March 30th, for the first time in the country, the price of rice went over the 2,000won per kilogram mark and was traded for 2,050won in the city of Nampo.  In the case of corn, the situation is even more extreme.  The rumors that the price of corn would go over 1,000won in April became a reality and was being sold for 1,000won in places like Pyongyang, Chungjin, and Hamheung, while in Nampo, it was being traded for 1,050won.  In other outlying regions, corn was still being traded at high prices ranging from 900won-950won.  Only in areas like Onsung, Hoeryung, and some border areas in North Hamgyeong Province was rice being traded at the comparatively low price of 1,600won for rice and 650-750won for corn. 

Updates on the Rice and Corn Prices in Major Cities - End of March 2008 

  (Units: North Korean Won/kg)

	
	Pyongyang
	Pyongsung
	Nampo
	Hamheung
	Sariwon
	Wonsan
	Chungjin

	Rice
	1,800-1,900
	1,900-1,950
	2,050
	1,900
	1,900
	1,900
	1,800-1,850

	Corn
	1,000
	950
	1,050
	9,50
	9,00
	9,00
	1,000


*Note: Exchange Rate is 1 USD to 3000Won(North Korean)

         [Average workers wage is around 6000won per month]

“Distribute Rations at Your Own Discretion”

At the end of March, the Central Party held an emergency meeting to address the current issues related to foodstuffs.  Because of the lack of a clear alternative, the decision was made for each province to “distribute rations at your own discretion.” It was revealed that because increasing the supply of rice for the military is currently the most pressing issue, rice that enters the country through trade must be distributed first to the military.  For the past few years, the regions that have been the first to distribute foodstuffs have been Pyongyang, Kaesong, and Hoeryung. In Hoeryung in March, a 15-day supply of whole corn was distributed to workers and their dependents. 

Due to Food Shortages, Increase in Workers Leaving Jobs

The daily attendance rate of workers at factories in Hamheung, North Hamgyong province, has been dropping so significantly that the absenteeism is readily apparent.  Presently in Hamheung, many citizens are having a difficult time sustaining themselves with even two meals a day.  A resident of Hamheung, Kim Gwang-hyuk, expressed his concern and said that if the present conditions persist for a few more months, many people will die of starvation as they did during 1996’s Arduous March. Workers at the Gimchaek Steelmill in Chungjin, North Hamgyong Province have also not been reporting to work ever since food distributions were stopped.  

With food prices currently hovering around 2,000won, it is difficult for workers to even afford one kg of rice with their monthly wages of 1,000won. Rather than report to work, workers are trying to earn money in labor intensive jobs such as movers by working as drivers or porters. There are also many people who help their spouses at the markets. In order to enforce attendance at its factory, the authorities at the Gimchaek Iron Factory have mobilized patrols to find those who are absent.

Last Year’s Food Production Estimated at 2.5 Million Tons

The interior ministry has come to the understanding that the total food production, including the food produced in the different provinces, was 2.2 million tons. Even if the semi-annual crop is taken into consideration, the amount of food produced does not exceed 2.5 million tons. Due to the damage caused by the flooding last year, the semi-annual crop production declined and did not exceed 300,000 tons. This figure is roughly 15% lower than the amount of food that was produced in 2006. For the country as a whole, it is likely that the food situation will be even more difficult than the period during the Arduous March.  The biggest blow to food production has come become of the decline of food production due to flood damage in North and South Hwanghae Province, the breadbasket region of North Korea. These two regions usually account for 55-60% of food production in the country, but currently, it is only accounting for 30% of food production. Pyongyang is feeling the impact caused by insecurity about food production in these regions and as a result, food distribution has been suspended from April.  

50% of Households in Some Regions of North Hamgyong Expected to be Without Food 

In regions across North Hamgyong Province such as Saebyul, Eunduk, Yonsa, Booryung, Myungchun, which are plagued with infertile land, it is expected that half of the households will have their supply of food cut off. During the farming hardship period from April to June, it is expected that each “county” will be short of at least 800 -1,000 tons of food. 

“If Only We Could Get Farm Equipment and Support from Somewhere”

The export and import traders are coming under increased pressure because of requests for food and agricultural materials. The North Korean government has guaranteed fertilizer for Pyongyang and North and South Pyongan Provinces. But it has only provided partial subsidies to other regions for the cost of purchasing fertilizers. North Hamkyung Province has 15 cities and counties that all lack farm material. Among them, especially Kiljoo, Eunduk, Saebyul, and Yeonsa Counties are suffering from a lack of farming materials, especially in the remotest areas. They need .07mm or .12 mm plastic sheeting, fertilizers, and various pesticides. Each county needs about 200,000 sq. meter of plastic sheeting, 500 MT of fertilizers, and 50-100 MT of pesticides. In Kiljoo, Eunduk, Saebyul, and Yeonsa Counties, the authorities had gotten rid of the companies who traded these items, leaving an absence of people with the right skills to go out and trade for them. Everybody in these regions, especially the farmers, is praying that they will be able to get some aid from somewhere. 

Onsung County, 4.25 Tobacco Plantation Foremen Resign

Following the news from the government to distribute rations at their own discretion, the foremen and supervisors of the Onsung 4.25 Tobacco Plantation have taken fright and have submitted their letters of resignation. Although the plantation previously received rations simply by producing tobacco leaves, the change in the system to a self-sufficient one whereby food needs to be secured independently has caused much concern because the avenues for securing food are few and far between. There are many foremen and supervisors of other farms who are voicing their intention to do the same because they stand to receive much criticism especially with the cereal production quotas having been raised. These individuals uniformly say that if the government does not lower the planned production quotas, they will not be able to perform their duties as foremen and supervisors.  The workers who work on cooperative farms also do not want to work because they are tired and exhausted from working. Kim Yong-hwan, a farm supervisor from Haeju, said that “the increase of the cereal production quotas by the government is making life for workers much more difficult.” Koo Jong-soo, a foreman from the same farm, said that “if the government wants to institute increases in the cereal production quotas, at the very least, our workers need to have food before we can even attempt to achieve the goals.”  

South Hwanghae Province, Farming Preparation Meeting for all Citizens 

On March 21st in South Hwanghae Province, there was a meeting for all citizens of the province. Because South Hwanghae Province is one of the central grain producing regions of the country, the open discussions centered on the topic of how to secure a good harvest this year. Despite the discussions, no clear methods for improving the production could be arrived at, and many of the participants could not hide their disappointment. One of the reasons why preparations for farming is being delayed is the lack of diesel fuel, which is a necessary element of tilling the fields, and a plan for distributing diesel fuel was discussed at the meeting. The different factories and businesses in the various cities and “counties” of South Hwanghae Province agreed to provide farms with as much diesel fuel as they needed. One executive sighed that “the policies that are made each year are all the same. Well, I guess its because its not possible to come up with any other policies.” The participants of the meeting all resolved to do everything possible to ensure a productive harvest and concluded the meeting.  

“Even Though There Might Be Hope, We’re Fed-Up with it” “Hope? Absolutely fed-up with it!”

Popular sentiments are currently becoming more and more grim. The populace is suffering from the food shortage, electricity shortage, and from the different restrictions that are in place. Even when citizens are able to procure a kilogram of corn that is selling for more than 1,000won, they are unable to process the corn, which is necessary to preserve it, because of the lack of electricity. As a result, women are forced to grind the corn by hand in their homes. Lee Sun Ook (28) of North Hwanghae Province said, “After spending a day trying to do business in the markets while evading capture by the authorities, I have to come home to a dark room and a heap of housework to do. Even when the electricity comes in for two or three hours a night, I can’t believe they could only provide electricity when I buy voltammeter that costs 120,000won. If I had that kind of money, I would rather fill up my empty stomach. How can I have the luxury of buying a voltammeter? Oh Moon-hui (42), who was returning from the Democratic Women Union (DWU), complained, “This is really too much. I’m not sure if they’re telling us to live or to die. Other women who were assembled said, “Trying to survive is tiresome. Even though they say at the meetings that the situation is improving, we see no improvements on our end. No matter if we attend lecture meetings ten times or a hundred times, it won’t amount to anything.”     

“Please provide plenty of aid so that even we can eat”

The North Korean populace are suffering immeasurable difficulties because of the different inspections and regulations that are currently in place. People are not provided anything while marketplace restrictions are being increased and people are being forced to their workplaces, and this is causing some to worry whether the government is trying to kill off the populace. A wholesaler from Nampo, Park Ki Jung(37), said that “some of us wholesalers are even saying that perhaps the executives are increasing the scope of the current regulations because they have enough to eat due to the outside aid they receive.  Some people say that if the international community is going to provide us with aid, they should give us enough so that we can all eat, or they should give us nothing rather than putting on a show and tormenting people like us. The fact that people are saying things like this should indicate just how much we are suffering. The fact is that although people wish that even a little bit more aid would enter the country, some people doubt the intentions of those who provide aid because of the small amount of food that is given.” He went on to say that, “people are suffering so much that many people can be heard saying ‘It would be better if we just had a war’.” The final comment he made was that “those people who do not have anything wish for just one thing. We want to have enough food to survive until tomorrow. If those people who make donations can hear this, please, send us enough food aid so that even people like us can eat.”

North Korea Today No.120 (April 21, 2008)

The 2nd Arduous March has, in effect, begun

With the exception of Pyongyang, North and South Pyongan, North and South Hwanghae, North and South Hamgyong, Kangwon, and Jagang Provinces are, in effect, experiencing the 2nd Arduous March. Although there are no reports of outright famine, it will be difficult to stabilize the situation if nothing is done by the end of April. No matter where you go in North Korea, it’s filled with dire rumors of the Arduous March being reenacted soon. 

Rice Prices Are Insane In Haeju

Since April 8th, food prices have been skyrocketing across North Korea. In major cities, such as Sinuiju, Pyongsung, Kangye, Wonsan, Sariwon, Pyongyang, and Hamheung, rice prices rose past 2,000 won per kg. Even in Sinuiju, where the food prices were relatively stable, rice prices rose past 2,100 won on April 9th eventually hitting 2,500 won on April 11th. Haeju, which is the heart of the grain basket, saw its rice price hit a record high of 2,750 won. This record high is due to rich rice merchants from Sariwon coming to Haeju to purchase all the rice stock. They are holding the rice and not releasing them suspecting that rice prices will raise to 3,000 won in the near future. Residents of Haeju are openly complaining about the outrageous cost of rice, exclaiming, “I don’t know what’s happening with the world.”

Food Prices Chart for the 2nd Week of April 
(Units: North Korean Won/kg)
	
	Pyongyang
	Hamheung
	Haeju
	Sariwon
	Wonsan
	Hoeryung

	Rice
	2,500
	2,600-2,700
	2,750
	2,100
	2,500
	2,500

	Corn
	1,400-1,500
	1,100-1,200
	1,500-1,700
	1,300
	1,400-1,500
	1,100


Corn No Longer Seen In Certain Markets in North Hamgyong Province

With the skyrocketing rice prices, the demand for corn has also risen, leading to the disappearance of corn from select markets in Onsung, Chungjin, Kyongsong, and other regions in North Hamkyung Province. This is because people buy up whatever corn comes on the market. Even if corn is seen on the markets, it’s usually one or two handfuls. 

South Hamkyong Province Is Seeing an Increase of Households Who Survive On Grass Porridge

These days, “Let’s earn enough today to buy one kg of rice!” has become the people’s mantra. With the skyrocketing rice prices, more and more households in the rural regions are resorting to grass porridge for survival. In collective farms located in Jongpyong, Kowon, Shinpo Counties, food has completely run out and the farm workers are not reporting to work. The situation is not too different in the cities. The residents are coming out to the markets to shop for food and are turning away in shock at the prices. Considering the situation, it’s only obvious that there is an increase of people eating grass porridge. Should the rice prices stay above 2,500 won for more than a month, people are predicting that the death rate will eclipse the number that died during the Arduous March? 

Farming Not Being Done Because Of Absentee Workforce in Kumchun County Farm in North Hwanghae Province

Managers of collective farms in North Hwanghae Province are telling Party officials that half of the farm workers are not reporting to work because they haven’t eaten. This is severely impacting their preparation for the upcoming farming season. The farms in this region, like other regions, did not distribute enough food to the workers last year because of bad harvests. This led to many households depending on grass porridge for food starting last fall. With the onset of winter, many households ran out of food. Only very few, select household of managers of farming operations, storage operation, and other units were able to eat rice, while the majority of farm workers had to live on grass porridge, or sell the wild mountain plant roots they harvested in the markets. Tasked with surviving every day, it’s understandable that the workers are not reporting to work. Though the Collective Farm Committee has asked the farm workers to report to work as per the orders of the Party, they are not listening. The workers say that they have to use whatever time they have to dig up more wild plant roots in order to feed their family. Children are also affected. They guard the house or go to markets with their parents rather than attend school. There is more than a 40% absentee rate in schools in Kumchon County.

Even the Traditionally Most Prosperous Chaejong Farm Is Suffering From Food Crisis

Chaejong Farm in Shingan-ri, Kumchon County, North Hwanghae Province has almost nothing to eat because of the failure of last year’s harvests. They acknowledge that this is the worst production in history. Farm workers are going out to the mountains and fields instead of reporting to work because they are looking for something to eat. The management is pleading with the workers to come in to work for at least one hour every day, arguing, “What will happen next year if we don’t farm this year?” But their pleas are falling on deaf ears. Workers respond that they can’t work when they don’t have the energy to even stand. Each day, they roam the fields to dig up plants and grass, saying that even poisonous plants are safe as long as they are picked before May 5th, the Dano Festival Day. On hearing this, one central party official responded, “I can’t believe this. Chaejong is an area where we send our best workers and give, on a priority basis, the latest equipment and fertilizers. How could people be starving at Chejong? I would have to see it with my own two eyes to believe it.”

“If Only We Could Get Farm Equipment and Support from Somewhere”

The export and import traders are coming under increased pressure because of requests for food and agricultural materials. The North Korean government has guaranteed fertilizer for Pyongyang and North and South Pyongan Provinces. But it has only provided partial subsidies to other regions for the cost of purchasing fertilizers. North Hamkyung Province has 15 cities and counties that all lack farm material. Among them, especially Kiljoo, Eunduk, Saebyul, and Yeonsa Counties are suffering from a lack of farming materials, especially in the remotest areas. They need .07mm or .12 mm plastic sheeting, fertilizers, and various pesticides. Each county needs about 200,000 sq. meter of plastic sheeting, 500 MT of fertilizers, and 50-100 MT of pesticides. In Kiljoo, Eunduk, Saebyul, and Yeonsa Counties, the authorities had gotten rid of the companies who traded these items, leaving an absence of people with the right skills to go out and trade for them. Everybody in these regions, especially the farmers, is praying that they will be able to get some aid from somewhere. 

Food Shortages Cause Increasing Absences at Work in Youngkwang County in Hamheung City

Most workers and farmers in Youngkwang County in Hamheung City do not go to work due to the serious food shortage.  Despite a series of emergency meetings to cope with the current food crisis, the County Party has not come up with any concrete counter plans.  The recent food crisis therefore is causing an increase in the number of Kkotjebis (homeless children). Seemingly, there are more Kkotjebis than passengers who are actually waiting for trains at the Hamheung Station. Regardless of day or night, Hamheung Station is always packed with Kkotjebis and passengers. And dozens of cases of missing baggage are reported per day.      

50% of the Households at the Walpa Farm in Onsung City are Short of Food

The Walpa collective farm in Onsung County, North Hamgyung Province estimated that approximately fifty per cent of the farm households are running short of food as of March 20th. Due to the lack of grains, most households feed themselves with roots of plants, the powered of cornhusk, and even the powered corncobs. The Management Committee of Walpa Farm is waiting for rice aid from the County Party. An officer said that “even though the County Party decides to provide us with a rice aid, it will only be possible when the state receives food from other countries. At this point, there is no hope that we will receive any food aid. Even the Grain Policy Division and the State are facing food shortages.  Given the situation, it is hard to predict when we can receive the aid unless a miracle takes place.”
No Food Loans for People at Walpa Farm

Unlike other farms, Walpa farm finds it difficult to borrow food from wealthy individuals.  Residents, who have side jobs in Onsung County or other cities, are doing relatively better in terms of food supplies. Thus, people in need are seeking food loans from those how are well-off. The payments for these loans, which have very high interest rates, are deferred until the coming fall. Yet, it seems to be very difficult to even borrow some food with such a payment plan. Unfortunately, it seems that no one is willing to lend food this year. Kim Keum-ok, a 38-year old female trader of secondhand goods in Chungjin City, firmly said that “I’ll never loan food to people at Walpa farm even though I would do so for people at other farms.” She continued to say, “it is always people from Walpa farm who come first to ask for a loan of foods with a deferred payment plan every March. It means they have had a bad crop year. In that case, they wouldn’t be able to make payments in the fall.” This is why no one would loan their reserved foods to people from Walpa farm. Therefore, there is no way to meet the needs of people at Walpa farm, despite their increasing outcry against a pandemic of hunger.    

As the situation has not improved since April, the Walpa Cooperative Farm Management Committee is rushing to make up plans to relieve famine sufferers. As a first step, the Committee identified the number of households who cannot go to work due to hunger, and ordered management officers and community party officers to provide immediate food aid to some of these households. This was the first relief program for people who are in immediate danger of starvation. The Committee, however, is already facing difficulties in executing the program due to the increasing number of households in need. If this program stops operating, there will be no other program that can be launched.  

As a result, students were eventually mobilized to find alternative foods. Due to the serious food shortage, only a few students are attending school. Instead of going to school, many young teenagers are running around with baskets and knives to find roots of plants and any wild edible plants, such as a wild rocambole and dandelions, to eat. 

The Increase of Corn-rice Processing Fees Exacerbates Food Shortages

In addition to the serious chronic food shortages, the insufficiency in electricity has become an additional burden for the people.  Recently, the power supply has been cut down to 2-3 hours per day.  This limited supply of electric power has increased the production cost to make corn into corn-rice. In the case of Sariwon in North Hwanghae Province, the power supply has been very unstable; no one can predict when the electric power will be provided.  Even when it is offered, it barely lasts 1-2 hours. As a result, people find it difficult to run their corn-rice making machines (they use electronic machines to process corn into corn-rice). The machines are surrounded by women who are anxiously waiting to use them. Currently, it is very common to wait at least two or three days in order to ground 10-20 kg of corn into corn-rice. When the electrical supply was relatively stable, people could get 1.2-1.3kg of noodles in exchange for 1kg of whole corn. With the lack of electricity, the amount of noodles to be exchanged per 1kg of whole corn gradually dropped from 900g to 700-750g.  

 
Special Food Rations for War-bereaved Families

South Pyongan Province is also facing food shortages just like other provinces in the nation.  As a result, there has been no food rations provided at any of the enterprises, factories, and special organizations of cities and counties since April 2008. However, food rations continue to be offered to war-bereaved families. These families can receive foods and subsidiary foods per person if they go to municipal food administration units. This special offer for war-bereaved families and relative is based on Chairman Kim Jong-Il’s particular consideration of fallen soldiers. 
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Re-abandoned Children

At any train stations during the Arduous March, you could easily see children abandoned by their own parents. Parents who were struggling with chronic hunger left their children on trains, hoping that they could be adopted by warm-hearted, better-off people. That, those parents thought, would be better than keeping their kids and raising them in a miserable environment. Needless to say, however, there were heartless parents who abandoned children for their very own survival. In any case, these abandoned kids were also neglected by the society. It was because the whole society was in poverty at the time, with the economic depression and nationwide famines; no one, therefore, could care about others.  It was the time when survival was everyone’s top priority and people who were alive were winners. In spring 2008, ten years after the Arduous March, children are being abandoned again for the same reasons.  

A group of young Kkotjebis (homeless children) was running around between passengers to look for food at Sunchun Station on March 17th. On the other side of the station, several Kkotjebis were vying with one another to get crumbs of food on the ground, which passengers dropped.  Meanwhile, a baby wrapped with a blanket, seemingly about two months old, was crying at a corner of the station. A Kkotjebi said the baby was crying for a couple of hours. People at the station tut-tutted and criticized the baby’s mother for abandoning the baby. Nonetheless, no one was trying to pick up the baby and assuage him/her. It was not until the baby was too exhausted to cry that police officers showed up, and they took the baby. Only then, people looked relieved even though they felt the sting of conscience. Shortly after, however, they just went back to their own business. 

Regardless of where to go, Wonsan, Gowon, Pyongsung, or Hamheung, travelers often see such scenes. Hwang Bo-Sun, a 49-year old woman who frequently travels to Sinuiju, said,  “I get to see more abandoned kids this year than before. I can feel things are getting worse this year than last year.”  

People Leaving Hometown in Search of Food

As more households have been facing food shortages in April, the number of people who leave their hometown in search of food has increased as well. In fact, a growing number of people in Bukchung County, South Hamgyung Province, are taking only essentials and leaving with their entire family members for survival. And these people are usually heading to places where their relatives live. 

Meanwhile, as the number of households leaving the county continues to increase, Bukchung County recently tightened its control to prevent people from leaving the county.  However, the county stopped regulating people shortly after due to the miserable reality.  A county officer said, “I cannot just let them die here. I’m of course anxious about the situation. But what can I do for them?” There is nothing officers can do about it but helplessly watching people leaving the county, he added.    

The family of Choi Gyu-Chul, a 43-year old farm worker who used to live in Bukchung County, had left their hometown for the same reason and started on a roving journey.  During an extremely difficult time (the spring hunger?) of last year, Choi had gotten a loan of corn with a deferred payment. But he failed to make the payment last fall due to bad harvest and ended up getting deeper in debt. He described his wretched life a year ago: he had nothing to eat while individual farming was still banned; he had no cash because he had worked only at collective farms and never had side jobs. There was no hope, he reminisced.  He eventually sold everything he could sell and even secretly yielded the permit to live his house. Despite all the efforts, he was continuously dunned. After all, he left the county with his wife and kids with minimum necessities on a freezing and windy day of February. His family went first to his uncle’s place in Shinpo, but they couldn’t stay there long since his uncle’s family was in difficulty as well. Thus, he and his family began to drift from place to place. Sometimes they were fortunate enough to get some food from random nice people.  At night, they slept covering themselves with plastic sheets at stations. Sleeping crouched at stations became their routine lives. He and his wife, according to Choi, were trying to find jobs. He continued to say that he just felt grateful to his two little kids, seven and eight years old respectively, for undergoing such a hard life without being fretful.    

Price Controls Imposed on Rice, Penalties for Anyone Selling Rice for More Than 2,200 won per kg.

As the grain prices skyrocketed across the nation, the authorities started to crack down in a desperate attempt to rein in the rice prices. Security officers are roaming the markets in major cities, catching anyone selling rice at over 2,200 won per kg and punishing them by confiscating their stock. In Pyongyang, the line in the sand is 2,500 won, at which point the stock is confiscated. In Haeju, the price shot up to 2,900 won briefly until forced down; it’s barely holding at 2,200 as of 4/20. Rice prices at Pyongyang, Wonsan, and Sariwon had also shot up to 2,500~2,600 until it was forced down by the crackdown and are now holding temporarily at around 2,100~2,200 won. Although it looks like that rice prices might not go up higher anytime soon, no one knows how long the authorities will be able to keep the lid on the prices. In parts, however, the rice prices are slowly creeping up again, with rice merchants predicting that they will soon hit 3,000 won per kg. Officials are also admitting that they won’t be able to stop the rise in prices forever since there is a fundamental lack of supplies in the market. The party is instructing people at official meetings to be aware of “bad people” who are colluding to raise the rice prices to 3,000 won and “encouraging” rice merchants to lower their prices as much as possible.

What We Need Most Is Food and More food

Regardless of their positions, titles, or socioeconomic status, nine out of ten North Korean people asked, “What do you need the most right now?” will say, “food.” To overcome this crisis, food must be made available. Those with food refuse to sell and those seeking to buy can’t because it’s too expensive. This is because there is a fundamental lack of supply. On top of it all, there is an expectant air of an oncoming train wreck later on this fall, since the spring farming could not be carried out normally because the South Korean government hasn’t sent the fertilizer as it usually did every spring in previous years. They want to buy the fertilizer but don’t have money. Even if they pool their money, it’s just not enough to afford the fertilizer on the international markets at the going prices. They need to let the crop seedlings germinate and sprout under a blanket of protective plastic sheeting before transplanting them onto farms, but don’t even have the plastic sheeting. They just lack everything. The only thing they can produce these days is the sighs of desperation, of which they have plenty. Their future looks bleak.

Facing Nation-Wide Starvation, North Korea Heads Towards the Mountains

The food shortage in Kumkang County in Kangwon Province is very serious, especially since they suffered a direct hit in last year’s flood. Any household who can eat grass porridge three times a day is considered well-off. Most households have to get by on two meals a day at most. People are wandering around the hills to look for edible roots and herbs. Citizens of Koan-ri, Jinchun County in South Hwanghae Province are also suffering from hunger. They are also eating anything they can get their hands on in the mountains. It’s easy to discover people who are trying to allay their hunger on arrowroots. In farms near Haeju City, South Hwanghae Province, farm workers are increasingly absent from their work because they can’t eat. Even here, farm workers are making do with one or two meals of grass porridge and then head to the hills to looks for roots and other plants to dig up. Kids can’t go to school since they have to help their parents forage for food. There are schools in rural areas that have to close because of lack of students. The people say that such things have never happened even during the Arduous March and have to now worry about kids’ education on top of providing for food. The farm workers in Jangpoong County near Kaesong City are also suffering from food shortages. It’s barely enough to eat three full meals a day when the spring farming season starts. But they now have to make do with one meal, or two meals of grass porridge. Without prompt intervention by the government, the food will be gone soon. Workers are saying that starvation is the hardest insult that they have to endure. Everyone is saying, almost like a mantra, that they need to eat; otherwise, they can’t go to work.

Workers in Kaesong Receive Only 20 Days’ Worth of Rations during 4 Months

Workers in Kaesong only received 20 days’ worth of rations between January and April. As such, many workers are too starved to report to work. Many people are taking to the road. It’s easy to see women vending alcohol and food in order to survive. Even young kids are trying to make ends meet by selling things in milk bottles. Inevitably, social problems are increasing. Major crimes like murders, muggings, and thievery are all on the rise, as well as domestic violence. Elderly abuse is especially increasing. Kaesong used to be one of the safer cities but now they recommend that you don’t go out at night past 9pm. In fact, there has been a dramatic decrease in people out and about late at night.

Pyongyang Receives Food through Imports into Sinuiju

Since early April, there have been occasional shipments of food through Sinuiju Port, including an 8,000 MT shipment of corn. Out of that, 4,000 MT was immediately sent downstream to Pyongyang. Pyongyang then used this to distribute food that had been delayed. With the influx of food, there is bound to be incidents. A night guard from Pyongyang Cement Company who went to take shipment of 1,200 MT of rice from Sinuiju Port was attacked by nine assailants. Although he fought back bravely, he suffered grave injuries to his head. But he was philosophical about his ordeal, saying that his assailants were also desperate to eat. He went on to say that it’s fortunate that some food is coming in, although he doesn’t know how or from where.
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Dying of Starvation Yangduk, South Pyongan province

In the farming areas of the township of Yangduk, Yangduk County and the vicinity in South Pyongan Province, instances of people dying by starvation due to a shortage of food rations are appearing.  Currently, there are many individuals who have been so weakened by the lack of food that they are unable to move their bodies, and one or two deaths are transpiring in each village due to starvation.  The Yangduk County Party has stressed the fact that more deaths by starvation will take place if emergency food rations are not supplied, but has not been able to take actions beyond that.  Officials in the County party and the farms are doing nothing more than intensifying ideological education and saying, “All of us are facing difficult times, so let’s tighten our belts and solve this problem.  Everyone report to work.” Farmer Han Kyung-duk (56) appealed, “Please give us something to eat.  If you do that, we will report to work even if you tell us not to. We need to eat something in order to have the strength to work.” Currently, the southern regions of the country, starting with South Pyongan Province, are all facing the same situation, and citizens are increasingly worrying amongst themselves that “If the price of food continues to rise and the government continues to do nothing about the food situation, there will be many more people who will die within the month.”  

Price of Rice in Hamheung 3,100 won, Price of Rice Skyrockets Nationwide

On April 25th, the price of rice in Hamheung reached over 3,000won. Only a week before, the price of rice was steady at 2,200 won because of stringent controls by the authorities, but as predicted by rice vendors, the forced controls did not last for more than a few days.  After the price of rice reached over 3,000 won, the residents of Hamheung and other regions were in a commotion upon hearing the news. People are agitated because they believe that if the price of rice stays above 3,000won for over a month, reports of deaths will soon occur, much as they did during the period of the Arduous March. Ryoo Jung-yun(38) of Hamheung, who attended the Founding Day of the Military festivities and returned to her hometown of Heungnam, worried and said “Is this a world that people can live in?  The price of rice is so extraordinarily high at 3,000won that it doesn’t seem real. There is news that people are already dying in the lower regions. We will face the same prospects sooner than later.” 

A fellow worker, Ko Young-Bok (48) said, “They say that the doors to the Great Nation will be completely opened in 2012.  I don’t understand why they are working so hard to protect it. I’m not the only one who feels this way. Everyone has these doubts. Go ask that lecturer. Even the lecturer has the same doubts as us, but just doesn’t show it.”

Grain Price Fluctuation From Feb.15-Apr.25 2008

	(Units: North Korean Won/kg)
　
	Feb.15
	Mar.25
	Apr.05
	Apr.15
	Apr.20*
	Apr.25

	Rice
	1,350
	1,600
	1,800
	2,700
	2,200
	3,100

	Corn
	730
	980
	1,000
	1,400
	1,200
	1,700


Grain Price Fluctuation From Feb.15-Apr.25 2008
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Price of Grains in the Major Cities on the April 25, 2008
(Units: North Korean Won/kg)
	
	Pyongsung
(Sth Pyongan)
	Hamheung
(Sth Hamgyung)
	Wonsan 
(Gangwon)
	Chungjin
(Nth Hamgyung)

	Rice
	2,900-3,000 
	3,100
	2,900
	2,700-2,800 

	Corn
	1,650
	1,700
	1,700
	1,450


Food Shortage Rapidly Spread in Spring
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Map of the Areas Alerted with Food shortage





With the start of the spring season, the food shortage is increasing rapidly all across the nation.  Areas in South Hwanghae Province; counties in Kaesong City, such as Kaepung and Changpung; Kumchun in North Hwanghae Province, counties in South Pyongan Province, such as Mundok, Yangduk, Sinyang; and counties in Kangwon Province such as Kosan, Kumgang in particular are suffering greatly from the food shortage. Areas that are farmlands are suffering more from the food shortage, and the number of families that are subsisting on only one meal a day is rapidly increasing. Most families only eat one or two meals a day, and there are many families that eat noodles, porridge, grass, or mountain greens that have been boiled with salt. There are also many families that eat such little corn porridge that they are basically rinsing out their mouths with the porridge water rather than eating a full meal. In some of these households, people become very thin and die in their homes without even knowing the name of the diseases they have.
“Life is more than difficult – it seems like everyone is going to die.”

 As the food shortage worsens, the complaints of residents, particularly those in South Hwanghae Province, are greatly increasing. Particularly in areas that were affected by the flood last year, residents can be heard saying “With food prices on the rise, life is more than difficult – it seems like everyone is going to die.” In farms across South Hwanghae Province, except for a few areas such as Anak and Eunpa which are well-off, the vast majority of families only eat one meal a day and subsist on a porridge made of grass. Kim Won Sun (41years), a rice merchant who travels to places such as South Hwanghae Province, Pyongyang, and Wonsan, said “In the past 20 days, the price of rise has gone as high as 2,800 won and the price of corn has reached 1,800 won. The days of 3,000won rice are not far off. There is much discussion amongst people that if the present conditions worsen for 2-3 more months, the conditions will be worse than those during the Arduous March and many people will starve to death. These are not the words of some isolated person. Everyone is worrying about and saying these things.” In farms in the Yonan County region of South Hwanghae Province, there are many concerns because of a shortage of manpower. The reason for this shortage is that people are not reporting to work because of the lack of food. As a result, the farming duties can only be expected to be finished with the help of workers from factories, businesses, each unit and other places. Because too many people are not reporting to work on the farms, it is difficult to maintain a fixed schedule, and farm workers are complaining that more factory workers need to be sent to the farms.

A Quarter of the Farming Population Subsisting on Grass Porridge 

With the current food crisis, it is expected that a quarter of the farming population is only eating one meal a day consisting of grass porridge. An official in the cabinet said, “Out of the 8 million farm workers, approximately 2 million are currently suffering due to the food shortage. Last year, in South Hwanghae Province, there was an initiative where the individual farmers would get 30% of the harvest while the submitting the rest of 70% to the government, however, this was resulted in a grave offense to the Socialist’ s ideology that all the related officials were dismissed. If the private cultivation was allowed, the food situation would not get as bad as current state. He also added it is pity that the government does not seem to reform the agricultural policy. 

Scarce Food Supplies Causing Serious Malnutrition 

In institutions that are in operation on the county level around the country, children are leaving because of a lack of food supplies. The children roam around the marketplaces or restaurants and beg or steel for food. In homeless children’s institutions in places like Lanam, Chungjin city, or Gilju County, the physical developmental state of children is extremely bad because of the food shortage. Children who are two years old are unable to walk, and some children are even unable to get up because they are afflicted with rickets.  Furthermore, the number of children who are suffering from nutritional deficiencies and are also afflicted with diarrhea is increasing, and these children are dying because they are unable to take medicines and keep it within their system. Children are often given water because there is no milk, but this only makes the childrens’ stomachs distended while their bones become more brittle because of their nutritional deficiency. The teachers at the homeless children’s institutions say that the items most desperately needed by the children are food supplies and vitamins.  

North Korea Requests Food Aid from China

According to an official from Pyongyang, North Korea recently requested food aid from China. However, the response from China was that because of its own problems with food supplies, it could not provide large scale food aid. As a result of this, those within the central party ordered trade workers outside the country to drop everything and focus their attention on securing food supplies. This is the second time this order has been made since January. North Koreans officials are still making contact with their Chinese counterparts and are trying to secure food supplies. The Chinese are said to be adjusting the amount of food aid that they can provide. Recently in the beginning of April, 8,000 tons of corn was delivered to Sinuiju and another 10,000 tons was delivered recently. The Section chief of the Food and Grains Administration Bureau personally came down to Pyongyang to oversee the delivery of food aid.

The Department of Agriculture, “Even Though There Have Been No Natural Disasters This Year, the Prospect of Harvest is not Bright.” 

The Department of Agriculture of North Korea estimated that even though there may not be any natural disasters in this year, the expectation of agricultural products is not bright as previous year.” Last year had low levels of production because of flood; this year’s situation is not improving because, in general, they acquired fewer agricultural supplies, such as fertilizers, vinyl films, and seeds than last year and hungry farm workers nationwide do not go to work. Although they currently work hard to collect human excremnets as alternative fertilizers, the demanded amount of fertilizer is beyond their ability. Workers of companies and enterprises as well as soldiers were called out to help cultivate, but these work forces cannot do the same the experienced farmers. Thus, every location has reported to the Central Party that they have already missed the timing of the farming season. 
Preparation for Cultivation is Still Slow
Even though it is a sowing season, many farming areas are not ready for this yet. The Agricultural Management Committee of Daedong County, South Pyongan Province encountered a big trouble because they did not secure oil to run a machine to plow the fields. Because each farm has only a couple of oxen and it is not possible to manage farming business with poor supplies, officials of agriculture are negative about this situation. Farmers of a cooperative farm in Chungdan County, South Hwanghae Province have not come to work until mid April now, so they did not have enough work forces. Because the hungry farmers did not go to work, the County Party mobilized workers of factories and enterprises. The Agricultural Management Committee of Chungdan County had urgent meetings and urged farmers to work at their farms. The officials appealed that this year’s products are not good when farmers do not work anymore at their farms, but the hungry farmers did not care. Farmers of cooperative farms of Bakcheon-town, Bakcheon County, North Pyongan Province received rations just for 2 months last year and many workers are hungry and lying at home because most households completely ate up their food. So far, there isn’t any way to settle food issues for the farmers.

Suicide Increasing Nationwide

 We are seeing more suicide victims throughout the nation as food shortages intensify. Jang Myung-hee (42) from Dukcheon, South Pyongyang Province, committed suicide by drinking hair perming solution after having a fight with her husband. “I didn’t know that she would really do it,” her husband said. “I thought that she was just letting off steam when she said that she wanted to die because she was sick and tired of not knowing where our next meal was coming from. We used to make ends meet by living on the money she earned by perming women’s hair. Now I don’t know how I’ll feed our children without her.”
 

Park Keum-chul (46), from Eunha-dong, Sariwon in North Hwanghae Province, also committed suicide recently after leaving a note for his family. He was the breadwinner for a family of an infirm wife, elderly mother, and a son and a daughter. He was trying to make ends meet by himself through trading. But last month, as food prices skyrocketed, his trade experienced a freefall. On top of it all, he lost all his principal investment. All of a sudden, one meal a day became a luxury. A meal once every few days became the norm. Caught between the anger at being able to provide only hunger to his family and concern for their welfare, he became distraught and chose to take his life. His suicide note begged forgiveness for not being able to provide even a decent meal to his ailing mother, let alone medicine. His neighbors were worried that his family, now left behind without a breadwinner, will all perish.

 

Park Rae-ok (38), from Joonggang-myun, Joonggang County in Jagang Province, has already attempted suicide three times. Although she was revived each time through emergency measures, she doesn’t consider that fortunate. She is a housewife with a husband and two sons, 8 and 11 years old. She suffered every time her husband came home because he would yell at the top of his voice to bring alcohol or go berserk and break things all over the house. He would also hit her when she would try to desist him. 

She says that even his physical abuse is OK, but what she couldn’t deal with was that she couldn’t feed her two children even runny porridge. She would run around from early dawn to late night, doing other people’s errands and looking for roots, grass, and loose grains in the hills and fields, all to feed her children. She would even cultivate barren land that no one else would even try on the off-chance that it could grow something. But no matter how hard she tried, her life did not improve. She became weaker as days went by without any color to her face. There was no life left anymore on her face. She barely speaks anymore and looks more like a corpse than a living person.

 

Last winter, her children, without any decent shoes or clothes to wear, spent hours outside looking for loose grains that they could pick up to eat. They came back freezing and crying with hunger. Park promised them that she would buy them “nice shoes and nice clothes” then sat down and cried her heart out. That same day, she tried to commit suicide but was revived by the villagers. Although corn prices went up to 1,800 won per kg this year, the Neighborhood Unit would demand 3kg of beans for the April 15th anniversary, while schools would demand 14,000 won per household if they couldn’t remit fur. After paying off electricity and water bills, nothing was left, even to make porridge. After begging for some corn from a neighbor to make porridge for her children, her husband began another fight by demanding that she bring him some alcohol. She spent that whole night wide awake. The next morning, she used the last bits of corn to make porridge for her children and bought alcohol on credit from a neighbor for her husband. Around lunch time, she boiled two sheaves of straw and silently drank the drug. She was saved by her neighbor who happened to stop by to give her some tidbits. After regaining her consciousness, she was silent for a long time before sighing, “Why did you save me?” Even before, she used to say, “Often I can’t think I can die because of my poor kids… then I think that it’s better to die than to live like this.”

 

Han Kwang-hyuk (55) from Keumgang County in Kangwon Province is a miner. But just a few years ago, he was an intellect. As such, he had a very difficult time adjusting to a life as a laborer and making ends meet on his back. His wife would always nag at him for not being political or savvy enough to use his connections and earn money. He lost the last whatever property he had left in last summer’s flood and was severely weakened both in body and spirit. As food ran out, the couple would fight more, blaming each other. A few days ago, he killed himself by swallowing several packets of arsenic. He left a suicide note to his wife. “It was unbearable to live without having anything to eat. I believe it’s better to die cleanly rather to live in constant suffering. I am sorry that I never brought you one moment of joy despite all that you had to go through because of me. I had hopes for a better life for a while, but as things look, it would be difficult to even know when the next meal is, and I don’t even have the face to be able to beg for food. And who would I beg anyway, since everyone is in the same boat? I hope you find the person you want to live with and survive somehow. Do live by finding a place where you can eat.” The wife called him, “a really hard person,” as she cried.

A Prolonged Food Crisis Leads to an Increase in Family Crimes

Soaring food prices, which are repeatedly reaching its historic peak, is worsening the existing food crisis in North Korea.  The worsening food crisis, in turn, leads to a rapid increase in crimes of violence across the nation.  Crimes, including murder, robbery, and fraud, are taking place one after another in major cities, such as Pyongsung, Hamheung, and Sinuiju.  Due to high crime rates, authorities are issuing new investigation orders nearly everyday. In particular, the murdering of family members, like old parents or young children, is becoming a main contributing factor to this recent rapid increase in crimes, and is drawing the society's attention. 

Indeed, there was a case in the middle of April, 2008 that an elderly woman committed suicide by throwing herself into a rushing truck in Chullimagu District in Nampo.  The family of the victim initially considered it a car accident and demanded a compensation for her death. The investigation, however, revealed that her own children's cruel treatment of her was what led her to kill herself. When the truth was disclosed to the public, people accused her children of their immorality. Meanwhile, a similar case of suicide occurred in Sungyo District in Pyongyang.  An elderly man who had suffered from his children's mistreatment set a fire on the house where his extended family were living and then committed suicide. After an intensive police interrogation of the family members who survived the fire, they confessed their ill-treatment of their father. Authorities reported the case at a General Meeting of Residents and banished those surviving family members to a farm village near Pyongyang.

In addition to the aforementioned cases, there was another case of family tragedy that a daughter- in-law murdered her mother-in-law in Pyongsung.  Han Jeong-hee, a 38-year old woman, was facing a serious food shortage.  Under such a distressful situation where it is hard to feed her own little children, her old mother-in-law became a painful burden for Han.  Han's mother-in-law who was suffering from cerebral thrombosis had badgered Han to get her food all the time.  It was painful for Han to see her malnourished young children who have thin arms and legs, and big bellies; it was because her children did not get enough to eat besides diluted rice soup.  Due to the strained circumstances, she was losing her patience with her mother-in-low who could not even carry herself.  That day, Han confessed, her mother-in-law kept asking her for food and she eventually gave her mother-in-law a pesticide by lying to her that it was a medicine for cerebral thrombosis. Later, Han buried her mother-in-law on a hill behind her house with her husband. Yet, a neighbour who was suspicious of not seeing Han's mother-in-law reported to the police and they found out about her death. Han and Han's husband claimed that her mother-in-law died of a disease but the autopsy revealed it was death by poisoning. As a result, they were arrested. 

Lastly, Park Guang-hyuk, a 39-year old male resident of Namhyang-dong, Pohang District in Chungjin City was arrested on February 1, 2008 on the charge of murder of his stepson.  Reportedly, Park beat his stepson to death. Park often had a quarrel with his wife over his complaint that his stepson ate too much. As the family was running short of food, Park even found a small portion for his little stepson irritating. Park regularly beat this little boy who was about four years old and swore at him; his mistreatment of the stepson was getting worse. A quarrel between Park and his wife always started with the food issue and then developed into his stepson issue.  One day, Park's wife who could no longer tolerate her husband's mistreatment of her son lost her temper and yelled at him that it would be better to kill him if he wanted to beat her son so badly. In a spontaneous response to his wife's anger, Park suffocated his 4-year old stepson with a blanket.  Park was arrested by a neighbour’s report to the police and was executed in public on April 2nd. Meanwhile, Park's wife was sentenced to a Re-education center for 10 years for colluding in a crime of murder of her son. During the pre-trial examination, she mentioned that she lost her mind at the moment and let it happen because being beaten to death didn't seem much different from dying of hunger.  Shortly after, however, she committed suicide due to a guilty conscience over her son's death. 

4. Chronology of Intensifing Control Since 2007
Table. Timeline of investigations conducted by North Korean Authorities in 2007-2008

	Date
	Authority or Base of investigation
	Region
	     Investigation cases 

	2007.01
	New Year public message
	Nationwide
	· Large scale investigations and punishments were expected for staff level officers according to May 25th instruction.

	2007.02

-04
	Investigation on trade Company by small unit of the Central Party
	National border area
	· All foreign currency earning companies except the Osanduk trade company in Hoeryung city were abrupty ordered to be dissolved. 
· 220 employees in the trade companies were arrested and investigated intensively about suspicious money laundering, information leaking and the possession of illegal cell phones. 
· 60 criminals were sentenced to re-education, and 10 criminals charged with espionage were sent to a prison in Pyongyang.

· Chief of Democratic Women’s Union in Hoeryung city was taken under house investigation
· A house search was undertaken because her husband, president of a trade company, was arrested during an inspection on foreign currency earning.
· 35Kg of North Korea currency, 10Kg of ice, and 4Kg of antidote of ice were confiscated.

· 73 cell phone detectors of long distance phone call were operated in North Hamgyung Province.

	2007.04
	Investigation by National Security Agency
	National border area
	· The collective punishment policy for 10 neighborhood unit households considered as one responsible unit was carried out in April of 2007. 
· For one defector household, the remaining nine households were collectively held responsible.

	2007.05

-07
	Investigation by National Prosecutor’s Office
	Nationwide
	· Investigations of chief executive lines were taken for each organization unit such as National Security Agency, Police Bureau, trial bureau, provincial and municipal party, People’s Assembly and Democratic Women’s Union. 

· Personal interviews and investigation of relevant relationships were carried out based on the staff membership investigation. 
· 70 investigation officers were dispatched to Hoeryung
· Staffs in National public prosecutors’ stations in national border took home visits of houses, registered as that of North Korean defectors.
· They provided small amount of socks, candies and clothes while comforting them.
· “It is not considered a crime because they did it (escape) for survival because of national hardships, and the high ranking cadres who didn’t do their duties properly are somewhat to be blamed.” 
· They stressed that “unconditional public distribution would be provided from July 1st
· After the inspection of cadres, every single house was visited and the property was investigated. 

· It was required to show how items like refrigerators, televisions, and washers were acquired.

· It was required to verify the house asset origins 

· Foreign currency users were required to verify the foreign currency origins. 

· Unidentified properties were confiscated unconditionally. 

· Residents who could not verify their origins were arrested and interrogated at the police station.     

· Subsequent investigations by national security agency, policy station and organization department were resumed after the national public prosecutor station’s investigation was completed in early May. 

· In mid July, 17 legal officers who were accused of selling illegal drugs in Hoeryung and 49 corrupted cadres were dismissed. 

· A man (chief of Eunduck authority of Wonsan service center) and a woman (chief of sales center) were executed in public at Wonsan city stadium in Gangwon province on July 25. 

①A woman (chief of sales center) and a man (chief of Eunduck authority of Wonsan service center) were executed in public before the crowd of 10,000 people from the central party organization, each provincial and city organization, military foreign currency earning units, and special agency.  

②They were charged with gambling, drug, selling security sensitive lists in cargo, embezzlement of national export goods at about 6~70,000 dollar amount. 

	2007.05
	Surveillance on processing status royalty base national security enterprise
	Nationwide
	· The central party organization ordered total investigation about processing status of royalty base national security enterprise for the portraits of the great chief (Kim Il sung) and the general (Kim Jung Il). 

· The Investigations were taken  around provincial capital or big cities such as Pyongsung, Hamheung, Hyesan, Chungjin, Kangye, Sariwon, and Wonsan 
· Detailed investigations were taken from every staff offices to all resident houses.  
· If the portraits are not hung on an appropriate place, people were sentenced to be detained for 2 or 3 days.

· It was ordered to change the China made picture frame into to domestic one.

	2007.06
	Directions delivered by the Central Party 
	Abroad
	· Guidelines for national representatives in foreign countries were announced. 
· Don’t walk alone, but together with more than one company.

· While having reception from foreigners or making a business decision, finish your business talk at the meal place. Do not go other place.

· Do not receive escort or massage service.

	2007.06
	Provincial Security Agency
	National border area
	· 1~2 directive officers to each city and county Security Agency were dispatched by North Hamgyung Provincial Security Agency.
· Reinvestigation was conducted of trade workers and big merchants.
· Public surveillance networks were established at each village office.
· Sinuiiju  

· All CD sales shops were closed down according to 5.19 measures.

· From June 29th, 50 special agents scanned cell phones.

	2007.07
	Provincial Security Agency
	North  Hamgyung Province, North Pyongan Province
	· Peoples’ current status reports and recent photos were renewed in all provinces
· Education and job experience of people should be recorded in a specified manner
· On June 9th, order was made to search spies who informed the oil pipeline explosion accident to outside in Sunchun County in North Pyongan Province 

· Investigation was undertaken on the officers’ trace from June 10th to 30th. 

· Witness materials were made out.
· In North Pyongan Province, investigates were undertaken on people who went to computer station or talked about Sunchun intensively. 

· At mid July, the president the Chosun Fabric 88 Trade Company in Yunsa County was arrested and executed publicly

· The president of that company lived a luxury personal life such as buying a personal villa and Mercedes Benz.
· He was publicly executed with 90 shots for personal embezzlement for foreign currency earning though timber working 

· There followed a huge after math: Party secretaries were dismissed; managers of foreign currency earning companies were investigated, sent to re-education center, and expelled.

	2007.08
	The Investigation Investigation of the Anti-Socialist Activities & Investigation of public prosecutors station

	 Nationwide
	· Intensive control period over cell phone use

· Voices’ phone calls were detected through phone call detectors and distinguished by the heads of the Neighborhood Units. 
· On August 1st, investigation on national border area by National Defense Committee began.

· Emergency contact system of the border area residents and national border blockade were examined.

· National Security Agency and Policy Stations in Sinuiju urged to report espionage voluntarily.  

· Everyday, warnings were given to Peoples’ unit and Neighborhood Unit by the City Security Agency following Central Party’s order “There are spies in Sinuiju. Catch them immediately.”   
· From August 12th, the investigation of the Anti-Socialist Activities began nationwide.

· There were more than 100 guideline lists about the censorship of anti-socialism. 

· The guidelines explaines how to investigate drug smugglers, cargo compartments traders, the unemployed and private tutors.
· On August 21st, 28 people were publicl tried and 2 people were executed at Soosung Creek in Chungjin.

· The rest 26 people were border crossers to China, ice smugglers, impostors, and thieves. 
· 13 women and 13 men were sentenced to reeducation. 

· Investigation by Public prosecutors on Wonsan was completed, and investigation on Sinuiju began.  

· Kim Chul, the president of Jangsang Trade Company in Chungjin, was arrested and died during the primary trial.

	2007.09
	The Investigation of the Anti-Socialist Activities
	Nationwide
	· August 29th, a restriction on market trade item was enacted.

· An order was given to remove cosmetics market shelf spaces because the cosmetics were imported goods.

· Personal cell phones were confiscated. Only calls connected through telephone operators were allowed.
· The purpose was to prevent the continuous information leakage.
· Cell phones were allowed only in special sectors and trade units with Central Party’s ratification.
· In the early September, the mid-term general meeting of all the members of the Anti-Socialist Conscience Investigation Patrol took place.

· Public trials were taken place on charge of crimes such as illegal films, sex trade, unemployed condition and drug smuggling

· A sex business in Wonsan was detected; the owner and 7 mangers were publicly executed. 
· 40 adolescents were sentenced to reeducation. 
· Bans on market activities of women under 30-year old were imposed.

· People were fined 500,000-600,000 Won for a phone call to China.

· People who watched South Korea soap operas were expelled and even sentenced to reeducation.

· People who smuggle drugs were punished based on the amount they deal with.
· People who smuggled more than 50kg of drug were detained for 2 to 3 years in Re-education Center.

· People who smuggled less than 50kg of drug were sent to Labor Training Centers.

· It was announced to crush out illegal CDs in Pyongyang, Pyongsung and Wonsan.

· Inspection on rice trade resumed from September 20th.

· Investigation began on trade companies by Public prosecutors and National Security Agency

· Inspection began with Chairman Kim Jong-Il’s remark “Our companies’ poor trade performance is caused by wasting economy and illegal swindling.”
· Lots of company presidents were on hiding from investigations.

· Old peoples’ morning exercise was banned in Sinuiju because they complained together.
· Investigation continued on smuggling such as cell phones, cargo compartments in Ryanggang Province.
· All houses’ businesses and daily lives of all Neighborhood Units were scrutinized with actual visits.

· Interrogation under arrest were taken for suspects who could not show the business contents or reluctant to do. 33 people were arrested through the investigation of the Anti-Socialist Activities in Hyesan. The investigation was extended because of the overcrowded arrests.  

· In the late September, a person who was sending wireless wave at the seashore was arrested. 

· He confessed that a Korean-American let the person send the wave.
· National Security agent waited for catching the person secretly.

	2007.10
	The Investigation of the Anti-Socialist Activities
	
	· Business age regulation for women under 30 years old was inspected.  

· The investigation was carried out initially in major city markets such as Pyongyang, Pyongsung, Hamheung, Kangye, Chungjing and Hoeryung.

· Women in 20s began to do business indirectly in the market through giving directions to her mother or mother in law while standing by them. 

· 73 year old Soonchun Vinalon factory president in South Pyongan Province was publicly executed with 90 shots.
· As the former Prime Minister, Park Bong-joo 박봉주, was appointed as the overall manager of the factory , he performed a comprehensive audit.

· On the audit, it was revealed that the factory president sold the factory equipment for making salary and public distribution so he was sentenced to public execution. 
·  He could not appeal because of his past career as a Chi-an-dae member, South Korean police officer. 

· The manager of a stone processing plant in Soonchun city of the South Pyongan Province was publicly executed. 
· He was accused of several treasons; He hid his father, the Captain of the Chi-an-dae during the Korean War. He set up the stone plant by investing his own money, appointed his own son and daughter as the managers, installed 13 telephones in the basement, and made international phone calls through 3 of those telephones for a long time.

· On October 4th, he was arrested by the investigation patrol of the Committee of Defense. On Oct 5th, he attended a preliminary trial.

· He was publicly executed in front of a crowd of 150,000 in the Soonchun Stadium

· Due to the incident, 3 commanders of the National Intelligence Command and the Chief Secretary of the City Council with some leading members of the Party were all dismissed or suspended. 
· Drinking and singing in groups on anniversaries and traditional holidays were prohibited. 

· From October 15th, an investigation on ‘ice’ was carried out. 
· The trade companies in Chungjin city that were involved in the case of the president of the Chosun Fabric 88 Trade Company in Yunsa County were investigated two to three times.
· “It will be never be stopped until all involved units and companies are eradicated. ”
· There was severe torture on inquiry processes.
· The presidents in relevant companies were continuously on the run.

· On October 15th the ban on use of landline telephones was announced. 
· The purpose of the policy was to prevent trades and circulation of information. The biggest purpose of the policy was to prevent information leakage.
· However, some post offices reconnected the phones again because they could not refund the installation fee of 700,000~750,000 won at once. 

· The policy banning women who were less than 40 years of age to conduct business was announced. 
· An investigation was conducted on ‘ice’ related anti-socialist groups in Hamheung City.

· 9 makers and dealers of ‘ice’ were arrested

· 13 households were expelled on charge of ‘ice’ cases.

· An investigation by public prosecutors on trade companies began again. 
· On October 29th, the president of Ohsanduk Trade Company in Hoeryung was wasting money.

	2007.11-12
	The Investigation of the Anti-Socialist Activities
	
	· Regulation on banning trade against women less than 45 years of age was changed to banning trade against women less than 49 years of age.
· Since November 20th, the inspection of buses and other vehicles traveling between Chungjin and Onsung began at its checkpoints. South Korean styled pants in major cities were inspected by the members of the Democratic Women’s Union, the Workshop Union, the Youth Union, and Labor organizations.

· On December 8th, a general meeting for all members of the Anti-Socialist Conscience Investigation Patrol was held in Hamheung city.
· Public executions of 5 criminals among the 40 accused were tried. 
· The criminals executed were big “ice” smugglers trading with the chief of a branch of the Gold and Silver Mining Enterprise.

· On December 28th, the public trial of the director of Soonam Market management office was held in Chungjin.

· The manager embezzled approximately 500,000 won of the market money each day (The average daily income of the market is about 7 million won).
· He was also charged with accumulating wealth through many kinds of illegal activities.

· All the management officers of Soonam Market were replaced with new officers.

	2008.01-02
	The Investigation of the Anti-Socialist Activities
	 Nationwide
	· Legal authority of the Anti-Socialist Conscience Investigation Patrol was strengthened.
· The authorities were given instructions to conduct a house search, arrest criminals on site and carry out criminal procedures. 

· ‘Ice’ smugglers were publicly executed in Sinuiju and Hamheung

· Hoeryung city’s investigation on North Koreans with a Chinese origin began.
· Kim, a North Korean with a Chinese origin, was arrested by the provincial Anti-Socialist Conscience Investigation Patrol for his illegal Songee mushroom business with the chief officer’s connivance at the Pungsan checkpoint.
· Kim’s transfer of money from South Korean family members to North Korean family members caused ethnic Chinese residents to become a target group of investigations.
· The rules on ‘Ice’ related crimes were revised.

· The revision specified punishment levels based on the amount of ‘Ice’ smuggled. 
· For example, those who sold or traded more than 3 kgs of ‘Ice’ were executed by the firing squad. Those who dealed between 2 kgs and 3 kgs of ‘Ice’ were sent to a Labor Education Center (LEC) for life. Those who sold 1 kg of ‘Ice’ were sent to LEC for 10-12 years.

	2008.01-02
	Investigation of National Defense Committee
	Nationwide
	· The National Defense Committee began to investigate the railroad authority office.

	2008.03-04
	The censorship of the market management and anti-socialism
	
	· Local female traders made a collective protest against the market age restriction policy. 

· On March 4th, hundreds to thousands of people protested collectively in front of the Labor Detention Center in each district market including Chungjin Sunam market and Pohang market, shouting “Let us trade freely!” 

· On March 3rd, each management office of the local markets including Soonam district moved display stands away from the markets to restrict young women’s market trade.

· Even though the general assembly of City Parties was held and collective protests were reported, the Central Party gave no quick response. 

· As the protests started to become more serious from the morning of March 5th, the authorities of the Municipal Bureau of Labor lifted the market age restrictions on the afternoon of March 5th.

· On March 11th, the Central Party reconfirmed the policy that women under the minimum age allowed to trade in the market, should get a job in factories and enterprises under the market management law.

· Especially, Chungjin city received a strong order from the Central Party to implement the direction at all costs.

· Concerned about the contagious effect of the demonstration in Chungjin city, the market control became more intense in other major cities such as Hamheung, Sinuiju and Pyongsung.

· The National Security Agency at national border areas began to track down espionage among drug smugglers and other illegal item traders and border-crossers.

	2008.03-04
	Investigation of National Defense Committee
	
	· The National Defense Committee started its investigation on the forest sector.
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What Good Friends USA do
Good Friends USA intends to improve humanitarian and human rights situation of North Korean residents by 1) collecting information on severe food, health, education, transportation, agriculture, clothes and living condition, informing to international societies, and assisting efficient support of other humanitarian aids organization 2) investigating and studying the current situation of refugees staying in China, providing the information to international societies, and protecting the Refugees and helping refugee children in China 3) researching the human right violation in arrestment, punishment and detention, informing the condition to international societies, and suggesting  North Korean government improve the conditions of their people.  

 
You can make a difference by donating to Good Friends USA. Contributions to the Good Friends USA, a tax-exempt organization under Section 501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code, are deductible. 

Individuals wishing to make a financial donation to Good Friends USA may send a check to the following address:
Good Friends USA, Inc. 

(DC)734 15th Street, N.W. Suite # 500B, Washington DC, 20005

(MD)4605 Powder Mill Rd, Beltsville, MD 20705
Phone: 202-824-0788(DC), 301-455-9196(C)

E-mail: goodfriendsusa@yahoo.co.kr
http://www.goodfriendsusa.blogspot.com

http://www.goodfriends.or.kr/eng
Good Friends (Korea)

1585-16, Seocho-3dong, Seoul, Korea

E-mail:intnetwork@jungto.org

Tel: 82-2-587-8996

Fax:82-2-587-8998

http://www.goodfriends.or.kr/eng
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