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Good afternoon, Chairman Smith, Mr. Payne, and members of the Subcommittee. Thank you for 
inviting me to speak with you today about the human rights situation in North Korea, as that 
country prepares for a second hereditary transmission of top leadership, and about the apparent 
increase in the amount of information getting into North Korea. It is an honor and privilege to 
have an opportunity to discuss these issues with you today. 

After North Korean leader Kim Jong-il allegedly suffered a stroke in the summer of 2008, the 
Kim regime proceeded with preparations for third generation succession. In September 2010, one 
day ahead of a rare Workers’ Party of Korea conference in Pyongyang, Kim Jong-il’s third son, 
Kim Jong-un, was made a daejang, the equivalent to an American Four-Star General. Kim Jong-
un’s selection as one of the two Vice-Chairmen of North Korea’s National Defense Commission 
and the Workers’ Party Central Military Commission appears to confirm that he has been 
designated to succeed Kim Jong-il as leader of North Korea. According to experts, should Kim 
Jong-un become North Korea’s leader, it is likely that Kim Jong-un’s uncle Chang Sung-taek 
will act as a regent in the early stages, as Kim Jong-il’s third son is still too young and 
inexperienced. 

In April 2012, North Korea will celebrate the 100th birthday of its founder, “eternal president” 
Kim Il-sung, who died in 1994. The Kim regime has stated its goal of turning North Korea into a 
“strong and prosperous nation” (kangsong-daekuk) by the year 2012. The year 2012 may provide 
North Korea with an opportunity to take some significant steps towards the accomplishment of 
hereditary succession. The year 2012 will also mark possible changes in countries of key 
importance to North Korea: presidential elections will be held in March in Russia, in October in 
the People’s Republic of China, in November in the United States, and in December in South 
Korea. Changes affecting the Lower House and the government may also be expected in Japan 
during the year 2012.  

According to experts and testimony by recent North Korean defectors, there is no evidence that 
the human rights situation in North Korea has improved as the Kim regime proceeds with steps 
towards leadership succession.  On the contrary, it appears that, as North Korea engaged in grave 
military provocations such as the sinking of the ROKS Cheonan on March 26, 2010, and the 
shelling of the South Korean island of Yeonpyeong on November 23, 2010, the border 
crackdown aimed at preventing North Koreans from defecting to China has intensified, and the 
political prisoner camp population has been on the increase. 
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The 2010 State Department Report on Human Rights Practices in North Korea, quoting The 
Washington Post and South Korea’s Donga Daily, estimates the total number of prisoners 
detained in political penal-labor camps to be between 150,000 and 200,000. In May 2011, 
Amnesty International released satellite imagery and new testimony shedding light on the 
horrific conditions in North Korea’s political prisoner camps. According to Amnesty 
International, the prisoner population detained at such camps is around 200,000, and a 
comparison of the latest satellite photos with satellite imagery from 2001 indicates a 
considerable increase in the scale of the camps. According to testimony by former inmates, many 
of those detained at these camps are unaware of the crimes they have allegedly committed. The 
majority of prisoners are held in areas inside the camps known as “Total Control Zones,” where 
they have to be detained until they breathe their last. 

In 2003, based on prisoners’ testimonies and satellite imagery, the Committee for Human Rights 
in North Korea published one of the most comprehensive reports to date on North Korea’s 
political prisoner camp system, entitled “The Hidden Gulag: Exposing North Korea’s Prison 
Camps.” Our organization is currently working on the second edition of “Hidden Gulag,” based 
on information provided by North Koreans who were previously trapped in prison-labor camps. 
Despite North Korea’s relentless denial that such camps exist, our research and interviews have 
revealed the detailed operation of an enormous system of arbitrary and extra-judicial detention 
coupled with a regime of forced labor that abuses scores of thousands of North Koreans at any 
one time, and has brutalized hundreds of thousands of North Koreans since the inception of this 
system. 
 
Witnesses interviewed by our organization include about 60 of the hundreds of former North 
Koreans previously detained in the network of prison camps, penitentiaries, police detention 
facilities and mobile labor brigades. Their testimony and personal stories detail an extraordinary 
amount of unprovoked and unnecessary human suffering. This network of detention and forced 
labor facilities constitutes the North Korean “gulag,” appropriating the common name for the 
Stalinist prison-labor camps of the former Soviet Union.  
 
Despite the political oppression affecting the overwhelming majority of North Koreans, more 
information from the outside world appears to be making its way into the world’s most reclusive 
nation. Although, officially, all personal radios must have a fixed dial and be registered with 
state security offices, programming by stations including Voice of America, Radio Free Asia and 
broadcasters based in South Korea may have a listenership of around 30% in North Korea. The 
number of radio sets smuggled from China has been on the increase. The North Korean 
authorities continue to attempt to jam foreign broadcasting, but face serious limitations in their 
efforts, as jamming is energy-intensive and North Korea is experiencing endemic energy 
shortages. 
 
In recent years, we have also found out that there has been a significant increase in the amount of 
information entering North Korea via channels other than radio waves. This development is 
mostly the result of the marketization that has taken place in North Korea. Such marketization is 
by no means an intended top-down reform program, but rather a function of state failure. Mr. 
Kim Kwang-jin, a former high-ranking North Korean official who defected to South Korea, also 
a former visiting scholar and current non-resident fellow of our organization, has spoken about 
North Korea’s “three economies:” the centrally planned state economy, which is in a virtual state 
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of collapse; the “palace economy,” operating in the range of hundreds of million a dollars a year, 
employing North Korea’s military-industrial complex to earn the Kim regime the foreign 
currency needed to procure luxury goods and maintain its grip on power; and the “people’s 
economy,” much smaller by comparison, operating through informal markets to provide ordinary 
people a coping mechanism enabling them to survive.  
 
During the informal marketization of North Korea, supply chains have developed from China to 
North Korea’s capital city of Pyongyang, and MP3 players, CD-ROMs, DVDs and thumb drives 
have been entering North Korea along these supply chains. Statistical data included in a 2010 
survey of North Korean refugees and travelers by the Broadcasting Board of Governors indicate 
that 27% of respondents have listened to foreign radio, 48% have come in contact with foreign 
DVDs and other video material, while 27% have watched foreign TV. The same survey indicates 
that 74% of North Koreans have access to TV sets, 46% to DVD players, 16% to computers, and 
8% to MP3 players. A subsequent study conducted by the BBG indicates that computer thumb 
drives are becoming increasingly popular, but are not yet as common as MP3 players. Such data 
imply access, and not ownership or in-home access to such devices. 
 
Due to severe restrictions imposed not only on travel outside North Korea, but also inside that 
country, the majority of the defectors come from the border regions with China, such as the 
North Hamgyong Province. For that and other reasons, statistical data collected by the BBG or 
other organizations through defector interviews are not necessarily representative of the North 
Korean population generally, or the North Korean refugee population in China. 
 
In addition to contributing to the increase in the flow of information into North Korea through 
the introduction of new electronic devices, another side effect of these informal supply chains is 
that information is also being passed from one member to the next along the chain. It appears 
that the “Korean Wave” (called Hallyu in South Korea and Nampoong, or “Southern Wind” in 
North Korea), including South Korean soap operas, other TV series, music and fashion, popular 
elsewhere in Asia and beyond, has also reached North Korea, in particular the capital city of 
Pyongyang, although the percentage of those aware of the “Korean Wave” is difficult to 
determine. 
 

In January 2008, Egyptian company Orascom Telecom Holding was awarded a license to 
establish a 3G mobile network in North Korea. When Koryolink, North Korea’s cellular phone 
network was launched in December 2008, it had 5,300 subscribers. According to data released 
by Orascom, Koryolink’s parent company, North Korea’s cellular phone network reached 
535,133 users in the January-March period of 2011, up from 431,919 users in the final quarter of 
2010. On a year-to-year basis, the number of subscribers among North Korea’s 24 million people 
represented a jump of 420 percent from 125,661 in the first quarter of 2010. According to 
Orascom, during the first quarter of 2011, while the number of subscribers was on the increase, 
average monthly cell phone usage decreased from 316 minutes in the last quarter of 2010 to 270. 
On a year-to-year basis, the decrease constituted a drop of 41 minutes compared to an average 
311 minutes during the first quarter of 2010. While Orascom officials including Aldo Mareuse, 
the company’s Chief Financial Officer, have interpreted the decrease in average cell phone usage 
as the result of “lower income segments” entering the market, other experts disagree, and point 
out that half a million out of a population of 24 million is still a low percentage, and it is likely 
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that cell phones are still only in the hands of those close to the Kim regime. In its half-year 
earnings report for January-June 2011, published on August 10th, Orascom stated that the number 
of subscribers in North Korea had reached 660,000. 

Separate from the expansion of the Koryolink network, citizens of North Korea have also been 
using Chinese cellular phones smuggled across the border into North Korea. Media organizations 
and NGOs in South Korea have even recruited North Koreans living inside North Korea as 
informants. The South Korean press and other media organizations including The New York 
Times have reported that, using Chinese cellular phones in areas of North Korea where a signal is 
available, a handful of North Koreans assume great risks to overcome North Korea’s near-total 
news blackout. Given that the level of political access these sources have is rather limited, the 
information they provide is not necessarily useful in understanding the inner workings of the 
Kim regime, but it offers valuable insights into everyday life in the world’s most secluded nation. 

A group of experts that has recently traveled to North Korea was told by Koryolink 
representatives that 3G internet service via Apple iPad will be made available in Pyongyang this 
fall via a special SIM card developed by Koryolink. Nevertheless, internet access is likely to 
continue to be restricted to foreign residents and those close to the Kim regime. The percentage 
of North Koreans possessing computers not connected to the web is estimated to be around 3% 
of the entire population. 

Because the North Korean people are so restricted in the information they receive about their 
own country and the outside world, the Committee for Human Rights in North Korea has 
recommended that the United States should continue to expand radio broadcasting into North 
Korea and encourage other efforts that provide information directly to the North Korean people 
in accordance with the North Korea Human Rights Act. Our Committee has also recommended 
that the United States should make known to the North Korean people that their welfare is of 
great concern to the American people. 

Based on data collected through interviews with North Korean defectors and the proven track 
record of success in winning the ideological confrontation during the Cold War, radio 
broadcasting will likely continue to be one of the few media available to grant the people of 
North Korea access to information from the outside world. In addition to radios smuggled from 
China, computers not connected to the internet, thumb drives, DVDs, CD-ROMs and MP3 
players have become increasingly available, although access to such devices is still relatively 
limited. Efforts to increase the flow of information into North Korea may benefit from taking 
into account the increasing availability of such vehicles.  

Thank you, Mr. Chairman, Mr. Payne, and members of the Subcommittee. I look forward to 
answering any questions you might have. 
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