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MORE US PRESSURE ON NORTH KOREA IS NOT THE PATH TO 
DENUCLEARIZATION 
Christine Ahn | May 23, 2019

Originally published in Truthout

On Friday, when the news broke of North Korea’s missile test, two dominant myths 
immediately circulated in both mainstream and social media. One was that U.S. 
diplomacy with North Korea was failing, because North Korea had once again proved 
that it couldn’t be trusted to keep its promise. The other was that more pressure was 
needed to force North Korea’s denuclearization. But these narratives — which cut 
across partisan lines — fail to address an obvious fact: The U.S. policy of maximum 
pressure has not achieved its desired aim to denuclearize North Korea. To the contrary, 
U.S. policies of aggressive sanctions, military posturing and political isolation have only 
further emboldened the Kim regime to pursue nuclear weapons as a defense against 
U.S. regime change. As a recent U.N. study reveals, these types of aggressive policies 
are driving a devastating humanitarian disaster in North Korea.

The Failure of U.S. Maximum Pressure

Following North Korea’s Friday test, many were quick to chastise Trump and the 
limitations of his personal diplomacy with Kim. Instead of fixating on the failure of 
Trump’s diplomacy with Kim, we should point to the decades-long failed U.S. approach 
to force North Korea’s denuclearization, including Trump’s maximum pressure 
campaign, or its predecessor, Obama’s strategic patience.

North Korea didn’t test missiles for over 400 days while engagement was underway 
with both Washington and Seoul. Weeks ahead of the Hanoi summit, U.S. Special 
Representative Stephen Biegun outlined the Trump administration’s pragmatic 
approach, a departure from his administration’s previous maximum pressure strategy, 
saying the president was “ready to end this war.”

Yet in what can only be described as diplomatic whiplash, the talks in Hanoi collapsed 
because Trump revived Bolton’s Libyan Model, demanding that North Korea 
unilaterally disarm before improving relations between the two countries as promised 
under the Singapore Declaration, a clear nonstarter for Kim. Reuters verified that “U.S. 
President Donald Trump handed North Korean leader Kim Jong Un a piece of paper 
that included a blunt call for the transfer of Pyongyang’s nuclear weapons and bomb 
fuel to the United States.”
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While the U.S. media was singularly obsessed with Pyongyang’s test, it failed to cover 
the Trump administration’s military provocations. Trump reneged on his promise to 
Kim in Singapore to cancel the war drills with South Korea: U.S.-R.O.K. joint military 
exercises are still underway. This time the military exercises involved the highly 
controversial Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) battery, which prompted 
North Korea to denounce as “destroy[ing[ peace and stability in the Korean peninsula.” 
On May 1, the United States tested an Intercontinental Ballistic Missile off the 
Vandenberg Air Force base in California. Context matters.

Sanctions: War by Other Means

The other narrative that cuts across partisan lines is that sanctions are succeeding in 
applying pressure on Kim who is feeling the domestic heat as the North Korean 
economy suffers. Also last Friday, the UN World Food Program and Food and 
Agriculture Organization released a joint report signaling the alarm that 40 percent of 
North Koreans — 10 million people — are in dire need of food aid following the worst 
harvest in a decade. Following the U.N. findings on the food crisis in North Korea, 
Washington analysts quickly pointed the finger at the Kim regime, which “spends 
obscenely on its military while its people starve.”

U.N. Security Council (UNSC) sanctions “are not intended to have adverse 
humanitarian consequences for the civilian population of the DPRK,” according to the 
2017 UNSC Resolution 2375, particularly on economic activities and humanitarian 
assistance. However, the May 2019 U.N. report found that sanctions are in fact harming 
North Korea’s agricultural production, preventing the import of necessities like fuel, 
fertilizers, machinery and spare parts.

In addition to impacting North Korea’s food production, sanctions are impacting the 
livelihoods of ordinary North Koreans, such as those working in fisheries and textiles. 
Sanctions specifically impact the garment industry because UNSC sanctions now ban 
the export of North Korean textiles. Who do we think works in those garment factories? 
Of the estimated hundreds of thousands of North Koreans employed in the textile 
industry, 98 percent are women.

The international community has long known that sanctions are hampering 
humanitarian aid operations. In October 2017, the UN Humanitarian Resident 
Coordinator in Pyongyang cited 42 examples of direct and indirect occasions where 
sanctions have impeded and prevented humanitarian work inside the country.
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Yet in the U.S., across partisan lines, the humanitarian crisis in North Korea is solely 
placed on the government with no mention of the potential or actual impact of 
international sanctions.

On CNN’s “State of the Union,” presidential candidate Sen. Amy Klobuchar of 
Minnesota criticized the administration’s lack of “a plan” or a “real negotiating tactic.” 
She suggested Trump “should listen to Otto Warmbier’s mother who said we should be 
upping sanctions.” Even progressive presidential candidate Sen. Bernie Sanders told 
ABC News the North Koreans are a “threat to the planet” and that the right approach 
was more “pressure on North Korea.”

Tim Shorrock, veteran Korea journalist at The Nation quickly offered Sanders a 
corrective on Twitter: “It’s not North Korea that’s a ‘threat to the planet.’ It’s the 70 year-
old confrontation between the US and North Korea that’s the threat to the planet – not 
to mention Korea itself. The US has a responsibility here, sir. You know that talking to 
peace activists.”

In fact, in March, I was among those peace activists when I traveled to Washington with 
the Korea Peace Now!, a global campaign of women mobilizing to end the Korean War. 
We organized a delegation of South Korean women parliamentarian and peace activists 
to meet with several U.S. Members of Congress, including Senator Sanders. During our 
meeting, Sanders seemed genuinely concerned about what can be done to address the 
stalemate with North Korea. The South Korean delegation, which included Lee Jae-
Jung, the only woman on the Moon administration’s elite inter-Korean economic 
cooperation policy team, urged easing U.S. sanctions impeding progress between the 
two Koreas. Sanders also heard from Esther Lee, a North Korean defector, who talked at 
length of the counterproductive effect of sanctions on ordinary people in North Korea. 
“What will improve the ordinary North Korean people’s situation is more engagement 
with people from the outside world, not less,” Lee explained. After our visit, Sanders 
released this video and tweeted that a peace agreement is “the best path for American 
security and for the security of the region.”

Though Sanders doesn’t currently have executive decision-making power, he can 
introduce the Senate version of a Congressional House Resolution calling for an end to 
the Korean War, H-Res 152, which now has dozens of sponsors including progressive 
champions, such as Ro Khanna, Barbara Lee, Ilhan Omar, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, 
Pramila Jayapal and the first Korean-American Democrat, Andy Kim.

Fortunately, after Friday’s missile test, the White House did not immediately jump into 
attack mode. After a 35-minute call on Tuesday between President Trump and South 
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Korean President Moon on how to keep channels open with Kim Jong Un, Trump 
agreed to support South Korea’s food aid to the north, noting that such humanitarian 
assistance would be very timely and a positive step,” according to Seoul’s Blue House. 
What would be timely and positive is lifting some of the sanctions that are harming 
ordinary civilians, especially those impacting inter-Korean cooperation.

Last month, South Korean farmers purchased 30 tractors to send to North Korean 
farmers in a show of their solidarity and to challenge the harsh sanctions. Five of them 
are now in Gwanghwamun Square near the U.S. Embassy in Seoul awaiting approval to 
cross the DMZ. The farmers are calling for the lifting of sanctions, which are impeding 
inter-Korean cooperation, such as the Kaesong Industrial Complex and tourism in Mt. 
Kumgang. In a statement released by the farmers, they said “it is the right of the Korean 
people to determine their own destiny, citing the Panmunjom Declaration,” the joint 
declaration signed by Moon and Kim on April 27, 2018.

While Trump’s response to North Korea’s Friday test was measured, unless Trump can 
recognize the futility of maximum pressure, we may see a dangerous return to the era of 
“fire and fury.” In his April speech to the Supreme People’s Assembly, Kim Jong Un 
gave Washington until the end of 2019 to “quit its current calculation method and 
approach us with a new one.” The short-range test is a message to Trump: The clock has 
started.

While there is no guarantee that North Korea will give up its nuclear weapons, it is 
more likely to do so if it no longer perceives a threat to its security, which Russian 
President Vladimir Putin affirmed following his meeting with Kim last month in 
Vladivostok. Putin said that Kim was willing to disarm but needed international 
“security guarantees.”

In other words, peace is key to achieving denuclearization. We should heed advice from 
two U.S. leaders who succeeded in freezing North Korea’s nuclear program, President 
Jimmy Carter and President Clinton’s former Defense Secretary William Perry. In his 
endorsement of Congressional Resolution H-Res 152, Carter said ending the Korean 
War is “the only way to ensure true security for both Korean and American people.” 
And Perry argues that “normalization is essential in achieving denuclearization. They 
go together hand in hand.”

On April 27, on the anniversary of the first summit between Kim and Moon, 500,000 
South Koreans and peace-loving friends in cities across the world held hands in a 
“DMZ Human Chain for Peace.” I traveled to Cheorwan, South Korea, and held hands 
with thousands who gathered in this city divided by the demilitarized zone (DMZ), 
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while many of my colleagues joined hands with 200 people in New York City from the 
North Korean to South Korean Missions at the U.N. Ultimately, it will be the Korean 
people who will end the Korean War, but it will take all of our solidarity and pressure 
on the United States to negotiate a peace settlement with North Korea.
 
Christine Ahn is the international coordinator of Women Cross DMZ, a global movement of 
women mobilizing for peace on the Korean Peninsula.
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THE HUMAN COSTS AND GENDERED IMPACT OF SANCTIONS ON NORTH 
KOREA, EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Korea Peace Now! | November 23, 2019

On October 30th, The Human Costs and Gendered Impact of Sanctions on North Korea was 
released by Korea Peace Now! Women Mobilizing to End the War, a global campaign to 
educate, organize, and advocate for a Korea peace agreement, led by Women Cross 
DMZ, Nobel Women’s Initiative, Women’s International League for Peace and 
Freedom (WILPF), and Korean Women’s Movement for Peace. 

Executive Summary

North Korea is one of the most sanctioned countries in the world. While sanctions used 
to target mostly the country’s military and elite, they have evolved in recent years into 
an almost total ban on North Korea-related trade, investments, and financial 
transactions. Several UN agencies have raised alarm at the impact on the population, 
with growing calls for humanitarian and human rights impact assessments.
To better assess this issue, the Korea Peace Now! campaign commissioned the present 
report from an international and multidisciplinary panel of independent experts, 
including some with extensive humanitarian field experience in North Korea. The 
Human Costs and Gendered Impact of Sanctions on North Korea represents the first 
comprehensive assessment of the adverse consequences of these sanctions, drawing on 
often neglected information from UN agencies on the ground as well as the authors’ 
combined expertise in public health, law, economics, history, and gender studies. In 
particular, the report highlights the case of women as one of the vulnerable groups 
differentially affected by the sanctions. The authors examined the humanitarian, 
developmental, and gendered impact of sanctions.

Key Findings:

• Sanctions are impeding the ability of the country and of international aid 
organizations to meet the urgent and long-standing humanitarian needs of 
the most vulnerable parts of the Although the UN Security Council has 
repeatedly stated that the sanctions are not intended to have adverse 
humanitarian consequences, its case-by- case exemptions mechanism is 
insufficient to prevent this outcome in practice. Life-saving aid is being 
fatally obstructed by delays, red tape, and overcompliance with financial 
sanctions.

• Sanctions are also impeding the economic development of the UN and 
unilateral sanctions have resulted in the collapse of the country’s trade and 
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engagement with the rest of the world, thereby undermining and reversing 
the progress that North Korea had made in overcoming the economic crisis 
and famine of the 1990s.

• Sanctions destabilize North Korean society in ways that have a 
disproportionate impact on women, resonating with patterns observed in 
other sanctioned countries. The resulting economic pressure tends to 
exacerbate rates of domestic violence, sexual violence, and the trafficking and 
prostitution of women. Sanctions also affect North Korean women 
differentially due to the dual social expectation that they be the primary 
caretakers of their families and communities, and workers fully integrated 
into the economy. Thus, sanctions doubly burden women through their 
adverse humanitarian and developmental consequences, especially when 
they impact their livelihood by targeting industries that have high ratios of 
female workers.

The report concludes by raising concerns that the sanctions in their current form may 
not be reconcilable with international law, especially humanitarian and human rights 
norms.

Key Recommendations: 

• Resolve the security crisis that led to the current situation in accordance with 
international law.

• Lift all sanctions that are in violation of international law, in particular of the 
UN Charter and of applicable human rights and humanitarian norms.

• Adopt urgently, in interim, all measures available to mitigate and eliminate 
the adverse consequences of sanctions on the humanitarian and human 
rights situation in North Korea.

• Conduct gender-sensitive humanitarian and human rights impact 
assessments of sanctions currently in place.

• Ensure women’s equal and meaningful participation in peace and security 
negotiations and processes, in accordance with UNSC Resolution 1325 on 
Women, Peace, and Take into account gender considerations and the rights of 
women in all deliberations concerning sanctions on the DPRK.
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“FIRST DO NO HARM”: THE IMPACT OF SANCTIONS ON PUBLIC HEALTH IN 
NORTH KOREA 
Haeyoung Kim | January 15, 2020

An interview with Dr. Kee Park. Jointly published with Asia-Pacific Journal.

Kee B. Park, MD, MPH, is a lecturer on Global Health and Social Medicine and Director of the 
Korea Health Policy Project at Harvard Medical School. He also serves as Director of the North 
Korea Programs at the Korean American Medical Association, and has led over 20 delegations to 
North Korea since 2007 to work alongside and collaborate with North Korean doctors in the 
DPRK. Dr. Park obtained his medical degree from Rutgers University, trained in neurosurgery 
at the Temple University Hospital in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and earned a Master of Public 
Health from Harvard’s T.H. Chan School of Public Health. Korea Policy Institute (KPI) 
Executive Board Member Haeyoung Kim spoke with Dr. Kee Park on December 9, 2019 about 
his work in the DPRK, the unique features of the North Korean health system, and how 
geopolitics impact public health and human security in North Korea.

[Haeyoung Kim] Dr. Park, can you begin by sharing with us a bit about your personal 
background and how you came to be one of the few American doctors providing health 
care in North Korea?

[Dr. Kee Park] I’m a neurosurgeon by trade. Right out of residency, I went into private 
practice in a small town south of St. Louis, Missouri, and I loved being a community-
based neurosurgeon. But, a few years into it, I and a few Korean American 
neurosurgeon friends who had been in practice for some time found ourselves 
wondering if there was something else we could do to help others. After some 
discussion, we settled on the question: how could we help North Korean 
neurosurgeons? Not really knowing if they needed help or not, we made some 
assumptions and wanted to reach out to them. This was in 2006.

American Physicians Medical Exchange With North Korea

[Haeyoung Kim] What led you to decide that it was important for you, an American 
doctor, to reach out to North Korea?

[Dr. Kee Park] My state of mind in 2006 was not like it is today. I’ve had 12 years now 
to familiarize myself with North Koreans and the country, especially their health and 
things that effect their health. In 2006, I knew nothing about what was happening inside 
North Korea, but I suspected that things were difficult. Later on, I found out how 
difficult things actually were. But, in 2006, I only had an inkling. Being Korean with an 
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ability to help, I felt a sense of responsibility. It’s like helping a family member. If a 
family member were struggling, you would go help them first before you stand by and 
watch strangers offer help. It was that kind of feeling. Koreans are of one country; we 
share the same culture. Because I’m Korean, I felt and feel this sense of oneness, so it 
was up to me to do what I could.

[Haeyoung Kim] How did your engagement with North Korean doctors begin?

[Dr. Kee Park] In 2007, we were introduced to and met with North Korea’s diplomats at 
the DPRK mission to the United Nations (UN) in New York. We started discussing the 
prospect of working with North Korean neurosurgeons and came up with the idea to 
invite a delegation of North Korean neurosurgeons to the US. This was during the Bush 
administration. We—the Korean American Neurosurgical Society—contacted the Korea 
Desk at the State Department and said that we wanted to invite a delegation. We had a 
nice series of communications, they eventually sent us the application, the North 
Koreans filled everything out, we submitted it all, and we waited. It wasn’t until one 
week before their proposed scheduled travel date out of Pyongyang that we received 
notice from the State Department saying their visas had been approved. They also had 
conditions on their visas, including one that said all meetings in the US with the North 
Korean delegation must be closed. The press could not be notified. We all accepted the 
terms, and we were able to host the three-member delegation in the US in 2008. Two 
were neurosurgeons and one was not in the medical field, but later became a counselor 
at the DPRK mission in New York. During their visit, they met with physicians in 
Missouri and New York, and attended an annual meeting of neurosurgeons in Chicago. 
We also held a private reception and a number of Korean American neurosurgeons 
attended to meet with them. Also, just before the delegation arrived, the DPRK mission 
in New York asked if we wanted to go to Pyongyang. Of course, I jumped at the chance. 
September of 2007 was my first trip to North Korea, and I’ve been going back twice a 
year since.

[Haeyoung Kim] How large have your delegations to North Korea been and who are 
the participants? Has the 2017 US ban on American citizens traveling to North Korea 
greatly impacted your efforts to practice in the DPRK?

[Dr. Kee Park] At one point, over the course of the twenty plus trips we have now 
taken, our group was as large as 25. It has fluctuated, and the group has gone down to 2 
or 3 at the most including myself since the travel ban. It’s difficult to get people to go 
through all the trouble that you need to go through these days to get there, and you 
might not be able to go. The State Department can deny our passports, and they 
sometimes have. Since the travel ban, we have requested to go 4 times. We were denied 
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once and granted permission the other three times. Our groups have been composed of 
doctors with various specialties. The way it works, we set them up with their 
counterparts in North Korea. If they are ophthalmologists, we pair them up with North 
Korean ophthalmologists. If they’re cancer surgeons, we pair them up with North 
Korean cancer surgeons. Then, the doctors can figure out where North Korea is at and 
what kind of support they’re able to provide.

[Haeyoung Kim] In 2010, World Health Organization (WHO) Director-General 
Margaret Chan made a visit to North Korea and reported that the health system has 
things that the developing world would envy. These comments were a dramatic 
departure from the 2001 remarks offered by her predecessor, Gro Harlem Brundtland, 
who reported that North Korea’s health system was near collapse. How can we make 
sense of these dramatically different takes? If these statements are accurate in any way, 
what happened in the intervening years to impact the health system?

[Dr. Kee Park] In 1995, things crumbled in North Korean because of the famine. 
Everything fell apart. They abandoned the public distribution system. People were 
dying of starvation. The health system suffered. North Korea has been on a recovery 
track since the late 1990s. So, in 2001, being “near collapse” is not an unreasonable 
description. The mid-to late-90s is also the period when the North Korean government 
issued an official appeal for international assistance. They opened up to receive 
international aid including from the UN and a number of countries that had fought the 
DPRK in the Korean War, which was historic. UN agencies started entering North 
Korea, and American NGOs went in. A number of agencies and international 
organizations said they would of course help, and began establishing offices inside of 
Pyongyang. Many are still there.

The North Korean Health Care System

[Haeyoung Kim] How would you assess North’s Korea’s health care system today? 
What sorts of challenges do doctors in North Korea face?

[Dr. Kee Park] Let me qualify my statement. I’m someone who sees things periodically 
in North Korea, and I try to patch things together much like the parable of a blind man 
feeling an elephant from different places. With a patchwork of data points, I can say I 
think this is what things look like. What I can deduce is that North Korea’s health care 
system is highly organized and centralized. They have a section doctor system, which 
assigns one doctor to an area containing several hundred individuals for whom that 
doctor is responsible. They also have ri-clinics (rural community or village clinics), 
district hospitals, regional hospitals, and specialty hospitals. They have one of the 
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highest densities of doctors, nurses, and healthcare workers that I’m aware of. They 
certainly have plenty of doctors and nurses, meaning that the government is investing 
in and spending money on pre-service education.  Education is free in North Korea, so 
the government is investing money to insure that every nurse and doctor gets trained 
and educated. The government is also paying their salaries. So, the government spends 
quite a bit of money on the health workforce.

Costly supplies, though, are posing big problems. North Korea just doesn’t have ready 
access to certain things. So, supplies get reused and North Korean healthcare workers 
find ways to cut costs. Single-use scalpels, gloves, and gauze, for instance, are cleaned 
and sterilized and reused. Because of this, doctors and hospitals are having a difficult 
time. Medical equipment like x-ray machines are hard to repair once they break because 
it’s difficult to import necessary parts.

At the same time, North Korea is trying to invest where it can. I’ve seen North Koreans 
invest in renovating operating rooms at Pyongyang Medical College over the last year 
or so. They are also investing in new technologies. I have seen an artificial knee joint 
they have developed, which they are manufacturing and implanting in patients. They 
have a domestic ultrasound machine that they’re producing for use in local hospitals.
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I would also characterize North Korea’s health system as highly efficient, if not one of 
the most efficient health care systems. With the sanctions, they have limited resources 
and face challenges. But, it’s a highly efficient and cost-effective health system. I can 
give you an example: North Korea wanted to do a public health campaign for 
tuberculosis detection and treatment. With the Global Fund grants that UNICEF and the 
WHO offices in Pyongyang received, the Ministry of Public Health was able to achieve 
one of the largest reductions in mortality from TB at half the cost of other countries. This 
gives you an idea. Also, consider their maternal mortality ratio, which is a Sustainable 
Development Goal target for health. The target for developing countries is to reduce 
mortality below 70 maternal deaths per 100,000 live births by year 2030. North Korea 
has already hit that target. In fact, they’re below that number.

People have asked if I believe these numbers. In the 1990s, a fair argument could be 
made that the numbers coming out of North Korea were not reliable. But, UN agencies 
have been inside the country, working with the National Bureau of Statistics, and 
verifying these figures such that most people agree that the numbers are pretty accurate. 
It has been a function of time, and I think the numbers are now much more accurate. So 
when people question these numbers, I think it’s because they don’t understand the 
evolution of the data. It’s much better than it was, and I find it credible.

US Sanctions on North Korea

[Haeyoung Kim] The US has imposed sanctions on North Korea since the Korean War, 
and the United Nations began imposing sanctions in 2006. In what ways has the 
sanctions regime against North Korea impacted your work?

[Dr. Kee Park] We knew that the US had executive orders and embargoes in place when 
we were working in 2007 and 2008.  We also understood back then that there was 
general license given to humanitarian aid workers like us when we went there. We were 
able to work with a certain amount of latitude. Based on this, we were able to provide 
equipment and sent a container of surgical equipment in the early 2010s. But, then the 
sanctions started to be ramped up. I would say the inflection point was 2016-2017, 
which of course coincided with North Korea’s nuclear weapons development program. 
They went from “smart” sanctions to “total” sanctions and started blocking the 
importation of fuel—an almost complete embargo. How do you operate a hospital, how 
do you drive ambulances, how do you move patients around without fuel? Also, 
consider farm machinery. How do you power farm machinery without fuel? When fuel 
imports are reduced this drastically—with only one-tenth of what formerly entered the 
country now coming in—there will inevitably be a rationing system and prioritization 
of how available fuel is used.
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Then, of course, all major imports and exports were banned. And, compounding the 
issue, there are those individuals who are employed by these industries, and it’s 
reasonable to assume that their incomes were markedly impacted. Since most North 
Koreans supplement their food rations provided by the state’s central distribution 
system with food purchased from the markets, this inevitably resulted in greater food 
insecurity.

So sanctions were ratcheted up in 2016-2017, and then the travel ban on US citizens 
traveling to North Korea was imposed in 2017. Around that time, we started to hear 
stories from UN agencies about how they couldn’t conduct their work anymore and 
that they were unable to send money into the country.

[Haeyoung Kim] The UN Security Council makes case-by-case exemptions for 
humanitarian-related items. Is this sufficient to allow humanitarian organizations to 
deliver aid?

[Dr. Kee Park] Yes, there is an exemption process, but it doesn’t work very well. Before 
the more rigid sanctions were launched, aid was getting in. Then, it came to a trickle—
not a standstill, but a trickle. Then, one by one, case by case, the UN Security Council 
Sanctions Committee would approve or deny shipments. And, it’s not just the UN 
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Security Council sanctions resolutions aid workers have to face. The US has its own 
unilateral sanctions, which involve the Bureau of Industry and the US Treasury. The 
Bureau of Industry issues import and export licenses, and you have to obtain their 
permission to bring anything into North Korea. Then, to use US money on North 
Korean goods, you have to a get a license from the Office of Foreign Assets Control at 
the US Treasury. They give you a time-bound license, maybe two years or so, and you 
have to reapply thereafter. But, they’re very specific about the kinds of activities and 
transactions you’re allowed to conduct. And each agency applies its own criteria for 
what it will and will not approve. It’s not standardized. In fact, the criteria are not really 
known, and I think it’s intentional, so the agencies can ratchet up or down the 
restrictions and apply pressure when politically opportune.

Because of the bureaucratic red tape, we basically abandoned the idea of bringing in 
anything of value to North Korea. The Korean American Medical Association is not an 
NGO; we’re a professional society. We don’t have the resources to navigate these kinds 
of bureaucratic hurdles. Only large groups like World Vision and the UN agencies, 
organizations with deeper pockets, can hire the necessary lawyers and administrative 
staff to handle the paperwork and go through the lengthy process to acquire licenses.

The Human Cost of US and International Sanctions
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Joy Yoon, whom I worked with to co-author the report commissioned by the Korea 
Peace Now! campaign titled The Human Costs and Gendered Impact of Sanctions on North 
Korea, has gone into detail about what the small NGO she co-founded, Ignis 
Community, has experienced throughout this process. She has shared how long it has 
taken to jump through the bureaucratic hoops and her fears that the delays experienced 
by her organization because of the barriers imposed by myriad sanctions have led to 
deaths among patients they have been treating. In fact, I think one did recently die.

To the UN’s credit, though, the Security Council Sanctions Committee is reviewing 
requests and making decisions within 2 weeks of requests to provide aid. They’ve sped 
the process up. It used to take longer. But, we shouldn’t have to ask for every case. The 
fact that humanitarian organizations have to ask for permission to provide aid to the 
vulnerable and the marginalized people of North Korea is a travesty.

[Haeyoung Kim] According to the United Nations, the measures imposed by UN 
resolutions are “not intended to have adverse humanitarian consequences for the 
civilian population of the DPRK.” Sanctions should not aim to negatively impact or 
restrict “the work of international and non-governmental organizations carrying out 
assistance and relief activities in the DPRK.” As a practitioner on the ground in North 
Korea, can you help our readers make sense of how these stated intentions don’t reflect 
the practice of implementing sanctions?
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[Dr. Kee Park] Yes, all of these sanctions include that line: adverse humanitarian 
consequences are not intended. In reality, though, they undoubtedly do have adverse 
humanitarian consequences. It calls into question the sincerity of the sanctions writers. 
Can they really mean that given the fact that it’s pretty clear from the ground that 
sanctions adversely impact the humanitarian conditions in North Korea? Perhaps that 
line provides political cover. I cannot imagine that those who impose sanctions don’t 
know how sanctions play out, especially since they have been through this recently 
with the sanctions imposed on Iraq. Joy Gordon has written the definitive book on Iraqi 
sanctions, Invisible War: The United States and the Iraq Sanctions. When you think about 
this coverage in the context of understanding the North Korean sanctions, it’s mind-
boggling. It’s the same playbook. For instance, sanctions have blocked vaccines from 
going into Iraq. We all know the impact that would have. But, the senders of sanctions 
always turn it around and say it’s the government’s responsibility to provide these 
things. When the sanctions boot is on a government’s neck, applying a great deal of 
pressure, there’s a certain amount of dishonesty to expect that a sanctioned state can 
fully help its people.

As an academic who does research, I know there are ways to estimate potential deaths 
related to sanctions without having to actually count the number of deaths. As a 
response, some may say we must discount certain figures if they’re just estimates. But, if 
what they’re saying is “Tell us how many people have actually died?” It’s too late if 
that’s the question being asked. These are children and women, and we should be 
counting how many people have died? Then, after having a death count, sanctions 
writers can then say, “Oh, you’re right, we’ve harmed innocent people and we should 
change our policies”? It’s way too late at that point.

[Haeyoung Kim] You mention children and women. Are these the demographic groups 
hardest hit by sanctions? Your recent co-authored report on the human impact of 
sanctions against North Korea, titled The Human Costs and Gendered Impact of Sanctions 
on North Korea, notes that sanctions have “differential consequences for women’s 
security as well as their social and political rights.” Can you explain to our readers why 
sanctions have a disproportionate impact on women and children?

[Dr. Kee Park] Sanctions are worsening humanitarian conditions inside North Korea. 
This we know. Food costs have gone up, for instance, and international aid agencies 
working to provide clean water have faced delays or their efforts have been hampered 
significantly. These things directly affect the health of the people. If we look at water, we 
know that a lack of clean water causes illnesses. Children are hit the hardest. If you look 
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at the cause of death of children under the age of 5, it’s infections like pneumonia and 
diarrhea. After the age of 5, it’s injuries and accidents. So, if clean water interventions 
are blocked or delayed through sanctions, the number of children that develop diarrhea 
will go up. And who are the primary caretakers of children when they get sick? It’s the 
mothers. Women are also the primary gatherers of water in North Korea. If no clean 
water sources are readily available, women have to go further to find it.

Food security is also getting worse, which we know. Which parent wouldn’t give food 
to their children first before they feed themselves? Both mom and dad, of course, would 
feed their children before themselves. But, women tend to be primary caretakers of 
children in North Korea. If you’re the primary caretaker, you’re feeding your child first. 
So, from a caretaker standpoint, women bear a disproportionate amount of the 
burden.   

If you look at farming, more than half of North Korean farmers are women. Women 
now farm by hand, because there’s no fuel for farming machinery and broken 
machinery can’t be repaired because sanctions prohibit the importation of necessary 
parts. So, women have to work harder to get the same yield, bearing a disproportionate 
burden.

And, there are industries that are impacted by sanctions. One industry particularly 
impacted is the garment industry, which is a leading export industry. Textiles now can 
no longer be exported from North Korea. The majority of workers in the garment 
industry are women, and all of a sudden they are without an income. For someone who 
is already poor, making them poorer puts them at a higher risk of all kinds of social 
dangers.

Let me share a case from last year about UN agency programming that directly 
impacted mothers. The UNFPA—the United Nations Fund for Population Activities—
works inside North Korea and they provide emergency reproductive kits to women. 
These kits contain critical treatments if there are any complications during delivery. You 
want to have these kits ready. They treat postpartum hemorrhages, eclampsia, and other 
kinds of emergency situations. We know that access to these kits reduces mortality. 
They save lives. Last year, in 2018, the UNFPA intended to provide these kits to 400,000 
pregnant mothers in North Korea, which is great. However, what they were able to 
achieve was the delivery of just 4,000 kits. My colleagues and I have looked at the 
number of complications that could arise within that population and the expected 
mortality of not having these kits, and I think we calculated that 72 mothers would die 
if these kits were not available when complications arose. As a doctor, I’m outraged. Is 
this something that we as human beings can accept? Whether you’re a security person 
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or not, it’s universally deplorable that we allow mothers to die. We have interventions 
and we have ways to save them. But, we can’t do much because of international 
security concerns, the global sanctions regime, and the sanctions process. But, that’s just 
a part of the problem. The other part is that the donors of these agencies are also facing 
diplomatic and political pressure from certain countries, and they are being asked to not 
donate. So, these programs face funding shortages.

[Haeyoung Kim] Speaking of second- and third-order consequences that result from 
sanctions, how about North Korea’s economic development, which they have been 
trying to recalibrate since the 1990s? Is the financial system impacted by sanctions?

[Dr. Kee Park] How do you develop an economy when you don’t have access to the 
global financial transaction system? When you can’t get any fuel? How do you develop 
an economy when exports are blocked? I think it’s clearly the intent of these sanctions to 
interfere with North Korea’s economic development. Let me talk about the financial 
aspect. There have been political and diplomatic efforts by the US and Japan to put 
pressure on countries that have typically donated to support humanitarian aid to North 
Korea. They’ve been asked to not donate anymore, which has been very effective. The 
UN every year comes up with a needs and priorities list of what’s urgently needed in 
North Korea and how much humanitarian aid is going to cost. Last year they appealed 
for 111 million US dollars, which would cover urgently needed clean water, food, and 
basic medical needs for 6 million people in North Korea. Donors are to provide funds 
for this, but in 2018 they only raised 24 million US dollars. That’s just not enough to 
cover programming costs. It may pay for the overhead and maybe some programming, 
but it’s not enough. In short, donors are being asked to not provide funding for 
humanitarian programming inside North Korea.

The US has also been using unilateral sanctions to block any financial transactions 
dealing with North Korea. For instance, the World Health Organization has an office in 
Pyongyang and they have money to operate this office. The money, though, is in a bank 
account in India. So, to pay their rent and salaries to their local staff, they had to send 
the cash from India to North Korea. Then, the bank in India asked where the cash was 
going, and when they found out that the cash would be brought to North Korea, they 
refused to allow the transaction. They didn’t want to risk having the US Treasury shut 
them down because they’re allowing money to go into North Korea. So, they said they 
wouldn’t let the World Health Organization withdraw money if it was going to North 
Korea. Now, there’s no way to send money from India into North Korea because the 
banking channels have been closed. This is the same reason that FIDA—the Finnish 
International Development Agency—pulled out of North Korea after working in in the 
country for 20 years. Restricted financial channels and banking channels were making 
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operations impossible. Most recently Handicap International—a very important 
organization that’s been working inside North Korea helping the disabled—decided to 
pull out. Handicap International is a European organization and they made a lot of 
progress in helping disabled people in North Korea. I’ve seen it firsthand. They’ve 
pulled out. We have to do something. Something needs to change. International 
organizations that seek to help ordinary people to survive in North Korea or anywhere 
else should not have to experience operational barriers.

Do No Harm

[Haeyoung Kim] What specifically do you think could change? If you could offer a 
recommendation to the international community to improve humanitarian conditions 
in North Korea, what would it be?

[Dr. Kee Park] Consider international humanitarian law in times of conflict. The 
Geneva Conventions is the perfect example. There are certain things that we as 
members of humanity have agreed on as being barbaric, including not harming civilians 
in times of armed conflict. It’s immoral and wrong to hurt civilians. We also have codes 
of conduct to define how we treat enemy combatants. For physicians, this means we 
don’t make distinctions between enemy combatants and our own. A patient is a patient 
is a patient. We first do no harm, and we treat the patient regardless. I think these norms 
are the best of what humanity has to offer. I mean, we shouldn’t have wars at all if 
possible but conflicts are a reality. But, we need to have codes of conduct, and not ones 
that only apply in times of armed conflict. We need codes of conduct for times when 
there is no active gunfire, as in the case of North Korea, but there may be security 
concerns. No one can rationalize harming the ordinary people of North Korea, but no 
laws are currently in place to hold sanctions accountable. This all really speaks to a need 
for the international community to develop something like the Geneva Conventions 
that apply when sanctions are being imposed.

[Haeyoung Kim] Is there anything thing you wish more Americans knew about North 
Korea? What could Americans and the Korean American community do to support 
your work in North Korea?

[Dr. Kee Park] I’m currently visiting the University of Oregon and gave a talk last night 
with Ambassador Kathleen Stephens, the former US Ambassador to South Korea. The 
questions and comments we got from the audience are windows into how people see 
things and how they understand the issues. There’s a fair amount of demonization 
happening. So, people say things like North Korea is not trustworthy and ask why we 
are negotiating with them. We hear that a lot. But that kind of thinking prevents any 
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kind of progress. The work that KPI is doing—providing analysis and education—is 
what is necessary. I wish the education around and views on US-North Korea relations 
could be more balanced. As of now, it’s very one-sided. They’re bad and we’re good. 
The truth is we’ve done a lot of things to create a level of paranoia for the North 
Koreans. I think most Americans just don’t understand how complicit we are in all of 
this. That’s a big concern.

[Haeyoung Kim] What can we expect to see from you and your work in the foreseeable 
future, Dr. Park?

[Dr. Kee Park] I’m a global health practitioner working in the field of global surgery at 
Harvard Medical School. I feel fortunate to have found the intersection between North 
Korea and global surgery, which allows me to engage more with policymakers and 
conduct research that would be more focused on the needs of the population. I would 
like to continue studying the health of North Korean people and the impact of 
geopolitics on health.

My immediate plans are to start a health policy project on North Korea within the 
medical school, which would enlarge the work I’ve been doing. The project is going to 
sit within the Global Health Department at Harvard Medical School. For now, we’re 
thinking of calling it the Korea Health Policy Project. We’re going to bring in researchers 
and form a faculty, and keep looking at the current standoff on the Korean peninsula 
from the global health standpoint. How does the failure to achieve peace impact the 
health of the North Korean people? What does that mean as far as what we should be 
standing for and what positions we should be taking as health advocates?

Peace is a prerequisite to health, and in no place is that clearer than in North Korea.

Haeyoung Kim is on the Korea Policy Institute Board of Directors.
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TRUMP’S BROAD-BASED SANCTIONS FAILED IN IRAN AND WILL FAIL IN 
NORTH KOREA 
Hyun Lee | January 20, 2020

Originally published by Truthout

In both Iran and North Korea, the Trump administration has pursued an aggressive 
policy of “maximum pressure” — crushing economic sanctions, diplomatic isolation 
and military threats — in order to thwart their nuclear ambitions. In both cases, 
“maximum pressure” has not only failed to achieve the desired goal but has had the 
opposite effect: ramping up tensions and hardening both countries’ resolve to obtain 
nuclear weapons. Meanwhile, sanctions are having devastating consequences for 
ordinary citizens in both countries.

Despite summit meetings and the exchange of what Trump described as “love letters” 
between him and North Korean leader Kim Jong Un, peace between the two countries 
seems as out of reach as ever. At the end of 2019, Kim declared that as long as “the U.S. 
persists in its hostile policy towards the [Democratic People’s Republic of Korea], there 
will never be the denuclearization on the Korean peninsula” and warned that the world 
will soon witness their “new strategic weapon.”

Maximum pressure took us to the brink of war with Iran. If we don’t change course, we 
will find ourselves in the same place with North Korea. It’s time for Washington, with 
its entanglements around the world testing the limits of its military and alliances, to 
reconsider its security objectives and course-shift away from endless wars

How Did We Get Here?

In the last year, it seemed as if the U.S. and North Korea were poised to make a historic 
breakthrough toward peace. If you ask U.S. officials, North Korea is entirely to 
blame for the lack of progress in negotiations. But by refusing to abandon the maximum 
pressure policy — the same failed approach we just saw result in disaster with Iran — 
the Trump administration may have botched its last opportunity to denuclearize the 
Korean Peninsula.

In a dramatic turnaround from threatening “fire and fury” in 2017, Trump took a 
decidedly friendlier route when he began meeting with Kim Jong Un in 2018. 
Engagement worked. North Korea took steps to build trust, including by voluntarily 
freezing its nuclear and long-range missile tests, beginning to dismantle a rocket launch 
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site and a nuclear test site, and returning 55 boxes of remains of U.S. servicemen. The 
U.S., for its part, scaled down joint military exercises with South Korea, but the 
exercises continued nonetheless. The U.S. also stymied South Korea’s efforts to re-
engage the North at every step.

At Trump and Kim’s second summit in Hanoi in February 2019, Kim reportedly offered 
to completely dismantle the Yongbyon nuclear complex in exchange for the partial 
lifting of UN sanctions — a “big, big deal” that would eliminate the “heart of their 
nuclear program,” according to leading nuclear scientist Siegfried Hecker. But Trump 
rejected the proposal and instead bluntly proposed that Pyongyang basically give up its 
entire weapons arsenal — a plan which North Korea had previously rejected.

Kim announced he would wait until the end of 2019 for the U.S. to come to the table 
with a different offer. But when the two countries’ negotiators finally met in Stockholm 
in October 2019, the North Koreans walked out, saying the U.S. brought “nothing to the 
negotiation table.”

North Korea repeatedly made clear that it will only resume negotiations when the U.S. 
has removed all threats to its security and development. North Korea closed out 2019 
reiterating that point. At a meeting of the Central Committee of its Workers’ Party at the 
end of 2019, Kim criticized the U.S., saying its “true intention is to seek its own political 
and diplomatic interests while maintaining the sanctions to gradually deplete and 
weaken our strength.” He announced that his country “will steadily develop necessary 
and prerequisite strategic weapons for the security of the state until the U.S. rolls back 
its hostile policy towards the [Democratic People’s Republic of Korea].”

The U.S. military intervention in Libya led Pyongyang to vow it would never follow the 
“Libya model” of denuclearization. Now the assassination of Iranian Maj. Gen. Qassim 
Suleimani will likely only reinforce its resolve. After all, the Pentagon has already 
deployed attack drones in South Korea and worked out a plot to decapitate North 
Korea’s leadership. Not only has Pyongyang decided to tighten its hold on its nuclear 
weapons as a guarantee of its survival, it is also strengthening its alliances with Beijing 
and Moscow to tip the balance of power in its favor in a region that is vital to U.S.’s 
economic and political interests.

The pattern is obvious: when the U.S. is willing to engage in diplomacy and take 
reciprocal steps toward peace, it moves forward with North Korea. When it doubles 
down on sanctions and military exercises, talks fail. Just as it has in Iran, maximum 
pressure on North Korea will inevitably backfire.
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The Human Toll of “Maximum Pressure”

“Maximum pressure” has also taken significant tolls on the ordinary citizens of Iran and 
North Korea. According to two recently released reports, sanctions are impeding the 
delivery of humanitarian aid in both Iran and North Korea. What’s more, sanctions 
against North Korea disproportionately impact women by targeting the industries in 
which they are heavily represented, such as textiles (82 percent of workers), by 
producing greater social disorder (which leads to increased gender discrimination and 
violence), and by harming their access to food, water and health care.

If broad-based sanctions are intended to result in policy changes, there are no signs of 
such a scenario playing out in Iran or North Korea. As the authors of “The Human 
Costs and Gendered Impact of Sanctions on North Korea” state, “studies suggest that 
sanctions are particularly prone to failure in this respect when they aim to force major 
policy changes, when they target authoritarian countries, and when they are tightened 
over an extended period of time. It has also been observed that sanctions can be 
counterproductive by actually cementing political unity — the so-called ‘rally around 
the flag’ effect.”

The Choice Before Trump, and Peace as the Way Forward

Now that North Korea has clarified that it will resume its nuclear weapons and missile 
development until the U.S. drops its “hostile policy,” the choice before the Trump 
administration is also plain: either prepare a political and military response to North 
Korea’s “new path” or end all hostile relations.

As long as the U.S. refused to drop its maximum pressure policy, Pyongyang has 
been honing its missile technology and strengthening its relationships with China and 
Russia. North Korea now has the ability to hit the U.S.’s largest overseas military base in 
South Korea with a missile that can evade the U.S.’s missile defense system. 
Russia recently announced that it put into service a hypersonic nuclear-capable missile 
system that can strike the United States at 20 times the speed of sound. China also 
unveiled the world’s longest-range intercontinental nuclear-capable missile, believed to 
be able to reach the U.S. in 30 minutes. Currently, the U.S. does not have a defense 
against either weapon. An alliance of China, Russia and North Korea poses a 
considerable challenge to U.S. supremacy in the region, especially if the current crisis 
with Iran further mires the U.S. in the Middle East.

The U.S.’s reflexive response to the tipping balance of power in the region is to rally 
South Korea and Japan into a trilateral alliance that cements Cold War divisions against 
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China, Russia and North Korea. But this requires considerable arm-twisting of its allies. 
The Trump administration exerted unparalleled pressure on South Korea’s Moon Jae-in 
government to reverse its decision to terminate an intelligence-sharing agreement with 
Japan — a key to the trilateral alliance. What’s more, the Trump administration recently 
demanded that South Korea pay $5 billion — five times more than in the past — for the 
cost of stationing U.S. troops there. This has sown growing resentment among South 
Koreans against the U.S.’s authority over their country’s affairs and could lead to 
irreparable fissures in the U.S.- South Korea alliance.

There is a more sensible option: make peace with North Korea. U.S.-North Korea 
relations have been governed by a fragile armistice for the past seven decades. In order 
to transition to a permanent peace regime, both sides need to pledge to not attack each 
other, agree on measures to eliminate the risk of future wars and discuss a plan for 
gradual arms reduction by all parties. To that end, the U.S. Congress can and should 
help forge that new path by passing H.Res.152, which calls for a formal end to this war 
that was supposed to be resolved more than a half-century ago.

Replacing the armistice with a peace agreement can also be the catalyst for a shift 
toward a multilateral peace and security system that facilitates cooperation between the 
U.S., China and Russia to gradually diminish the threat level — constructive for both 
Northeast Asia and the Middle East.

It’s time for the U.S. to reconsider its failed policy of maximum pressure and endless 
wars. It may have avoided escalation with Iran, for now, but it is most certainly headed 
back to collision with North Korea. And 2020, which marks the 70th year of the un-
ended Korean War, may be Washington’s last chance to change course.

Hyun Lee is a Korea Policy Institute Associate, the U.S. national organizer for Women Cross 
DMZ and Korea Peace Now! — a global campaign of women mobilizing to end the Korean War.
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