Letter to Editor of New Statesman in response to article by Nicholas Eberstadt

Dear Sir,

It was disappointing to read the piece 'Bad Korea moves' written by Nicholas Eberstadt for a right-wing America think tank, uncritically reprinted in the New Statesman as if it was an objective report.

As an agriculturalist who has worked on food production issues throughout the Asian region with UN agencies for 40 years, I (unlike Eberstadt) have travelled extensively through the North Korean countryside in the course of my duties visiting farm cooperatives and country food markets, freely talking with people at all levels of society. What this has taught me does not accord with Eberstadt's claims.

Given the area of arable land and the extreme winter - which means a short growing season - it is physically impossible for North Korea to produce enough food to meet its population's needs. The country has always been, and always will be, dependant on imports of fuel and fertiliser to maximise crop yields plus top up imports of grain.

Prior to the 1990's North Korean yields were amongst the highest in Asia.

These dropped dramatically when the USSR collapsed and imports of fuel, fertiliser and grain ceased. The US/UN sanctions have prevented development of alternative trade linkages and exacerbated this situation.

The famine of the mid '90's was not caused by a market collapse. The public distribution system did not 'fall apart' - it continued to operate but it did not have enough to distribute.

It is ingenious of Eberstadt to claim that 'North Korea became the only urban, literate society ever to suffer famine in peacetime.' The long history of mankind is replete with examples. Something we all should be becoming more cognizant of, confronted with the sceptre of climate change.

That includes scholars at right wing think tanks.

It is also ingenious to claim that the famine occurred during peace time.

Ask the North Koreans what they think of that! They would say that is a very sick joke. As far as they are concerned, the US is still at war with them.

Their evidence? How about 28.500 US troops in 37 bases in South Korea and 50,000 US troops in 66 bases in Japan for starters? And sanctions which seriously hamper their attempts to trade and attract foreign investment and prevent them developing an economy which can produce and buy adequate food?

The North Koreans have turned things around considerably since the 1990s but the big constraint on agricultural and economic development is the external one imposed by US policy. Since the collapse of the USSR, North Korea has been consistently asking for a cessation of hostilities and a Peace Agreement. A more useful article from Eberstadt would be an explanation as to why his government continues to rebuff this plea for peace.

The losers in all of this are the 23 million innocent citizens of North Korea (fellow human beings) who continue to be short of food because of unhumanitarian US/UN sanctions. The US taxpayers are also innocent victims - they have to fork out the conservatively estimated US$40 billion annual cost of all those overseas bases and troops!
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