


Committee for Human Rights in North Korea

1801 F Street, NW • Suite 305 • Washington, DC 20006 • (202) 499-7973 • www.hrnk.org 


Dr. Alice Jill Edwards 
United Nations Special Rapporteur on Torture 
and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights
United Nations 
Geneva, CH 1211 
Switzerland

Submission to the Special Rapporteur on Torture on current issues and practices in prison management in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea

November 13, 2023

The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) remains among the worst human rights offenders in the world. Nearly ten years ago, in February 2014, the UN Commission of Inquiry (COI) on the situation of human rights in the DPRK reported that the DPRK was responsible for ongoing crimes against humanity. The gravity, scale, and nature of the DPRK’s violations of human rights reveal a state that has no parallel in the contemporary world. The DPRK’s systematic, widespread, and gross human rights violations have been thoroughly documented, including its imposition of arbitrary detention, arbitrary death penalty, political prison camps, slave labor, the nearly absolute monopoly of information released to the public, and total control of all organized social life under the hierarchical system of songbun.

Under Kim Jong-un’s rule, the scale and scope of these violations have continued to worsen and intensify. HRNK has continued to research, document, and provide evidence on an ever-intensifying crackdown on human rights in the DPRK. Moreover, the situation in the DPRK has continued to deteriorate for the past three and a half years due to excessive restrictions imposed under the pretext of COVID-19 prevention. In her report of October 13, 2022 (A/77/522),[footnoteRef:1] UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in the DPRK, Dr. Elizabeth Salmón, reiterated the longstanding concerns of the international community, including lack of reliable and verifiable information coming out of the country, a fragile food security and humanitarian situation, restrictions on basic freedoms imposed by the regime to contain the spread of COVID-19, as well as the impact of the pandemic on vulnerable groups such as women, children, and North Korean escapees in third countries. In her most recent report of October 12, 2023 (A/78/526),[footnoteRef:2] Dr. Salmón highlights that these prolonged concerns increasingly persist, especially within prisons and detention facilities, where conditions are appalling and human rights abuses are rife. [1:  United Nations General Assembly, 2022, “Situation of human rights in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea,” retrieved from: https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N22/628/57/PDF/N2262857.pdf?OpenElement. ]  [2:   United Nations General Assembly, 2023, “Situation of human rights in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea,” retrieved from: https://seoul.ohchr.org/index.php/en/node/540. ] 


Among its crimes, the DPRK’s continued operation of political prison camps and detention facilities is one of the gravest violations of human rights in the contemporary world. In 2020, it was estimated that 160,000 individuals were being detained in prison camps. Moreover, the issue of torture and inhumane treatment in North Korean prisons remains a grave concern and requires urgent attention. Countless reports and testimonies from survivors reveal a range of abuses, including torture, forced labor, sexual violence, and degrading treatment. HRNK has been extensively researching North Korea’s network of detention facilities using satellite imagery analysis and interviews with North Korean escapees. Moreover, on the 4th of March 2022, HRNK conducted an Accountability Hearing in Washington D.C. in collaboration with the War Crimes Committee of the International Bar Association (IBA). Following the hearing, the report “Inquiry on Crimes Against Humanity in North Korean Detention Centers”[footnoteRef:3] was published, extensively addressing human rights violations in North Korean detention facilities, with an emphasis on short-term detention facilities.  [3:  Available at: https://www.hrnk.org/uploads/pdfs/Report%20Findings%20Inquiry%20on%20Crimes%20Against%20Humanity.pdf. ] 


This submission distinguishes between different types of detention facilities in the DPRK to describe the inhumane practice of torture that continues to be widespread in the country. The detention facilities described are different but highly interrelated,[footnoteRef:4] as they are essential parts of the regime’s efforts to suppress opposition and maintain power. Political prisons and detention centers remain an integral part of the regime’s ability to exert total control and terror over the population. This submission will also briefly mention the major challenges and their causes in preventing and responding to torture and other degrading treatment, as well as solutions and recommendations on how to improve prison management. [4:  KWAN-LI-SO (관리소) VS. KYO-HWA-SO (교화소). NK Hidden Gulag. Retrieved from:  https://www.nkhiddengulag.org/kwan-li-so-vs-kyo-hwa-so.html. ] 


Political penal labor colonies (kwan-li-so).
The kwan-li-so are high-security prison camps primarily used for detaining political prisoners. It is estimated that between 80,000 to 120,000 individuals are being detained in North Korean political prison camps.[footnoteRef:5] The DPRK regime has not admitted the existence of its political prison camps. Detainees are deported without due process or any other legal proceedings, and most inmates are imprisoned for life together with their families up to three generations.[footnoteRef:6] Prisoners detained in political prison camps are accused of having engaged in “political crimes”, which include any form of behavior or conduct considered as a threat to the Kim family regime. This includes citizens who engaged with outside influences by, for instance, consuming foreign media or communicating with people outside of the DPRK through ICTs.[footnoteRef:7] In addition, these camps aim to silence dissenters, purge officials, people of religion, and those attempting to flee the country. Inside political prison camps, detainees are routinely subjected to torture. Every camp includes a “special punishment block” used for punishing and torturing prisoners during interrogation,[footnoteRef:8] where designated “torture chambers” are located. Testimonies of North Korean escapees from the IBA’s 2017 report[footnoteRef:9] illustrate the different types of torture practiced inside the camps. These include the water tank torture, the fire torture, holding individuals upside down, the “pigeon” torture, the “motorcycle” torture, and the “plane” torture.[footnoteRef:10] In general, kwan-li-so are characterized by extreme living conditions, forced labor, torture, and executions.  [5:  U.S. Department of State, 2022, “Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 2022 Human Rights Report,” retrieved from: https://www.state.gov/reports/2022-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/north-korea/. ]  [6:  A feature of the kwan-li-so system is the penal philosophy of “guilt by association” (yeon-jwa-je), where mother, children and sometimes also grand-children of the political offender are imprisoned. Find more information on: The Hidden Gulag, Second Edition. The Lives and Voices of “Those Who are Sent to the Mountains” by David Hawk, published by the Committee for Human Rights in North Korea (2012), available at https://www.hrnk.org/uploads/pdfs/HRNK_HiddenGulag2_Web_5-18.pdf. ]  [7:  IBA, 2017, retrieved from: https://www.ibanet.org/document?id=Inquiry-Into-Crimes-Against-Humanity-in-North-Korean-Political-Prisons-2017. ]  [8:   United Nations Human Rights Council, 2014, “Report of the detailed findings of the commission of inquiry on human rights in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea,” A/HRC/25/CRP.1.]  [9:  International Bar Association, 2017, “Inquiry on Crimes Against Humanity in North Korean Political Prisons,” retrieved from: https://www.ibanet.org/document?id=Inquiry-Into-Crimes-Against-Humanity-in-North-Korean-Political-Prisons-2017. ]  [10:  The “pigeon” torture consists of handcuffing the victim’s hands behind his or her back and attaching the prisoner to cell bars to make it impossible to either sit down or stand up, causing paralysis and pain in the shoulders, arms, legs and back of the victim. In the “motorcycle” and “plane” torture, victims are forced to assume extremely painful stress positions involving the prolonged extension of their arms, resulting in their collapse. Illustrations of these types of torture were drawn by former North Korean escapees and can be found at: https://www.theguardian.com/world/gallery/2014/feb/17/north-korean-prison-abuse-sketches-in-pictures. ] 


Long-term prison labor facilities (kyo-hwa-so).
Kyo-hwa-so facilities are similar to kwan-li-so but are characterized by slightly less severe conditions. The fundamental difference is that kyo-hwa-so detainees receive prison terms. The DPRK regime has also publicly recognized the existence of long-term prison labor facilities. Individuals are imprisoned in such facilities for criminal and political offenses, including violent and economic crimes, but also for exercising their basic human rights or for having attempted to escape the country.[footnoteRef:11] The regime often sends individuals to these camps for re-education purposes or as a form of criminal punishment. Inside of kyo-hwa-so, detainees are subjected to forced labor and constant abuse. If individuals fail to fulfill their work quota, they are subjected to torture and inhuman punishment. Moreover, inside the facilities, guards beat, torture, and punish prisoners without facing any accountability.[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  United Nations Human Rights Council, “Report of the detailed findings of the commission of inquiry on human rights in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea,” para 789.]  [12:  Joseph S. Bermudez, Jr., Greg Scarlatoiu, Amanda Mortwedt Oh, and Rosa Park, 2021, “North Korea’s Long-term Prison-Labor Facility Kyo-hwa-so No. 8, Sŭngho-ri (승호리) - Update,” The Committee for Human Rights in North Korea, retrieved from: https://www.hrnk.org/uploads/pdfs/Bermudez_KHS8_FINAL_2021_10_04.pdf. ] 


Other Detention Facilities
Inside the borders of the DPRK, three other types of detention facilities have been operating since at least the mid-1990s. In 2022, HRNK identified 27 locations of detention facilities.[footnoteRef:13] These include i. pre-trial detention centers (ku-ryu-jang); ii. holding centers (jip-kyul-so); iii. labor training camps (ro-dong-dan-ryeon-dae). These facilities are located across the country and are positioned in remote, mountainous areas, near the border with China, or along coastal strips. According to the testimony by Mr. Joseph S. Bermudez Jr., HRNK Senior Adviser and Satellite Imagery Analyst, during the 2022 HRNK-IBA Hearing, the strategic position of these centers is intended to prevent detainees from escaping and to isolate them from the rest of the North Korean population.  [13:   HRNK & IBA, “Inquiry on Crimes Against Humanity in North Korean Detention Centers”.] 


Pre-trial detention centers (ku-ryu-jang)
Following arrest, individuals are detained in investigation centers. During the investigations, DPRK officials decide whether the individual is to be classified as a political prisoner or as “non-political.” This decision determines the type of facility where the individual will be detained. The interrogation phase can last months, during which detainees are kept in overcrowded centers under unsanitary conditions and with inadequate food rations. Acts of torture, which include severe beatings and punishment, are frequent and escalate when interrogators attempt to extract confessions from detainees.[footnoteRef:14] Individuals are frequently subjected to beatings, systematic torture, sexual violence, and forced abortions inside these centers. At the 2022 HRNK-IBA Hearing, North Korean escapees testified on being detained and tortured during investigations.[footnoteRef:15] Following the investigations, individuals are sent to holding facilities or to prison camps without due process. [14:  Human Rights Watch, 2020 October, “Worth Less Than an Animal: Abuses and Due Process Violations in Pretrial Detention in North Korea,” retrieved from: https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/media_2020/10/northkorea1020_insert.pdf. ]  [15:  HRNK & IBA, “Inquiry on Crimes Against Humanity in North Korean Detention Centers”, para 77.] 


Holding centers (jip-kyul-so)
Holding centers are used to detain i. defectors forcibly transferred to North Korea, ii. individuals suspected of violating travel restrictions by traveling outside of their designated regions, iii. homeless children, and iv. individuals transferred from interrogation facilities awaiting trial and sentencing. These facilities are usually used to detain individuals who are found to illegally cross the border to defect to China or South Korea. In addition, holding centers are temporary holding facilities where individuals are held during investigations or before being transferred to more severe prisons or camps.[footnoteRef:16] North Korean escapees interviewed by HRNK shared their traumatic experiences of being tortured, beaten, and starved in holding centers.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Sookyung Kim, Kyu-chang Lee, Kyung-ok Do, Jea-hwan Hong, 2019, “White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea,” Korean Institute for National Unification, retrieved from: https://www.kinu.or.kr/pyxis-api/1/digital-files/3e5a0ac0-4316-46ed-b95c-4143628e68f8. ]  [17:  HRNK & IBA, “Inquiry on Crimes Against Humanity in North Korean Detention Centers”, para 82.] 


Labor training camps (ro-dong-dan-ryeon-dae)
Labor training camps generally hold individuals arrested for lesser crimes for up to one year and primarily house individuals convicted of non-political offenses. While these facilities are characterized by a less stringent security apparatus, prisoners in labor training camps remain subjected to hard and dangerous forced labor with inadequate food and under inhumane conditions. Detainees face severe beatings, sexual violence, and degrading treatment. Furthermore, individuals accused of political crimes may also be sent to these camps, where they face harsh living conditions, forced labor, and limited freedoms.

Major challenges and their causes in preventing and responding to torture and other degrading treatment.

Challenges in Preventing and Responding to Torture
The isolated and secretive nature of the DPRK’s detention system poses a major challenge in preventing and responding to torture. Restricted access for international organizations, independent media, and human rights activists limits the dissemination of information while concealing abuses. This secrecy provides a veil of impunity for perpetrators. In addition, while the DPRK Penal Code prohibits torture and ill-treatment, evidence and testimonies showcase that they remain widely practiced, in violation of domestic and international law. Moreover, existing domestic laws fail to define torture adequately and lack specific penalties for perpetrators. This legal vacuum creates an environment where abuse can thrive with little fear of prosecution. Moreover, the pervasive political ideology in North Korean prisons, centered around loyalty to the Supreme Leader, is a significant obstacle in preventing and responding to torture. Guards and officials are often indoctrinated to prioritize obedience and punishment over human rights, leading to systemic degradation and abuse. The lack of accountability and impunity enjoyed by perpetrators discourages restraint and promotes a culture of violence.

Causes of Torture and Inhumane Treatment in North Korean Prisons
The first cause is the inadequate training of prison staff, including guards and officials, which contributes to the prevalence of torture and inhumane treatment. Insufficient knowledge of human rights and proper techniques for managing prisons fosters an environment conducive to abuse. Another cause is that overcrowding, coupled with limited resources, exacerbates tensions in North Korean prisons. The strain on facilities, inadequate medical care, and shortages of food and water create an environment conducive to neglect and violence. [footnoteRef:18] Finally, the absence of an independent oversight mechanism in the North Korean prison system allows abuses to go unchecked. Without external monitoring, there are few mechanisms to hold perpetrators accountable and to provide support for victims. [18:  U.S. Department of State, “Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 2022 Human Rights Report.”] 


Solutions and recommendations on how to improve existing prison management.
The first possible solution is to pressure the DPRK into enacting comprehensive legislation that explicitly defines torture, explicitly condemns its use, and imposes strict penalties on perpetrators. The legislation should incorporate international human rights standards, be enforced consistently, and be aligned to international human rights law and treaty law to which the DPRK is a party to. Secondly, the establishment of an independent oversight body comprising international observers, human rights organizations, and local actors would help prevent and uncover abuses while bringing about justice and accountability for victims. This mechanism requires unrestricted access to all prisons, detainee records, and the authority to investigate allegations and hold perpetrators accountable. Finally, the international community should work collaboratively to raise awareness about inhumane treatment in North Korean prisons and seek avenues for dialogue and engagement. Diplomatic pressure, economic incentives, and targeted sanctions should be used to encourage the DPRK to address these human rights concerns and ultimately close the political prison camps inside the country. 

To effectively prevent and respond to torture and other inhumane treatment in North Korean prisons, a holistic approach is needed. Addressing the major challenges involves increasing transparency, providing training, establishing independent oversight mechanisms, and promoting international collaboration. Only through concerted efforts can we hope to protect the fundamental rights and dignity of those detained in North Korean prisons and ensure that no individual is unlawfully and arbitrarily detained for political motives. While precise statistics are impossible to retrieve due to the DPRK’s secrecy, multiple reports, sources, and witness testimonies highlight the systemic abuses occurring within these facilities. Global attention and action are necessary to address this dire situation.

HRNK is the leading non-partisan, non-governmental organization in the field of North Korean human rights research and advocacy, based in Washington, D.C. Since our inception in 2001, we have sought to raise international awareness of the human rights situation in the DPRK through the publication of well-documented reports and outreach activities in support of the recommendations made in those publications. We have published 55 reports to date, investigating the DPRK’s vast system of unlawful imprisonment, the Kim regime’s policy of human rights denial, and the situation of vulnerable groups, especially women, children, and people in detention. HRNK received UN ECOSOC consultative status in April 2018. Ever since, we have been proactively representing civil society at the UN. By participating in the Universal Periodic Review and organizing online and in-person international conferences, seminars and meetings with Permanent Missions, UN agencies, and other offices in Geneva, New York City, Brussels, and Seoul, HRNK continues to disseminate the findings and recommendations put forth in our reports.

Thank you very much for the opportunity to submit an advisory opinion. Should you be interested in a virtual meeting to further discuss the information provided, please feel free to contact me directly at executive.director@hrnk.org. I would greatly appreciate an opportunity to continue this conversation and share more details about our work and mission.

Thank you very much for your time and kind consideration.

Yours sincerely,
[image: ]
Greg Scarlatoiu
Executive Director
Committee for Human Rights in North Korea
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