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HUMANISTIC SUPPORT

FOR NORTH KOREA IN

COVID-19 PANDEMIC:

A  CONVERSA T I ON  WI TH  MR .  OH ,  J O ON ,  F ORMER  ROK

AMBASSADOR  TO  TH E  UN I T ED  NA T I ONS  

There is no country in the world that has been
immune to the COVID-19 pandemic, and North
Korea is no exception. Although North Korea
claims there are no COVID-19 cases in the
country, South Korean media reported several
deaths presenting COVID-like symptoms.
Moreover, the COVID-19 Vaccines Global
Access, or COVAX Facility, where a global
initiative was established by the World Health
Organization (WHO) and international NGOs to
provide vaccines to developing countries,
reported that about 1.7 million doses of the
AstraZeneca vaccines will be provided to North
Korea by May 2021. With this 2-shot vaccine, it
is enough to inoculate around 852,000 people.
Based on those circumstances, many people
presume that North Koreans suffer from COVID-
19.

Considering the situation in North Korea, there
are many people that think humanitarian
support should be provided to the country. In
the past, for example, the United Nations Office
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, or
UN OCHA, has made a humanitarian appeal for
North Korea every year to quickly respond to
humanitarian crises. However, as North Korea
closed its borders with Russia and China to
prevent additional infection within the country,
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it is unclear today whether prompt humanitarian
support will be able to reach North Koreans.
Furthermore, the United Nations (UN) and the
European Union (EU) recently ceased their
humanitarian assistance to North Korea. The UN’s
reason is that they could not identify internal
situations due to the North Korean lockdown. 

Mr. Oh, Joon, the former UN Ambassador from the Republic of Korea 
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Overall, the decrease and discontinuation of
humanitarian support for North Korea are
leaving the country isolated during the COVID-
19 pandemic.
To get advice on this situation in North Korea, I
interviewed Mr. Oh, Joon, former ROK
Ambassador to the United Nations. He is well
known as the Korean UN Ambassador who gave
an impressive speech on North Korean Human
Rights during the United Nations Security
Council in 2014. He commented that the UN has
three main issue areas regarding North Korea:
nuclear, human rights, and humanitarian issues.
Regarding the topic of humanitarian support to
North Korea, Ambassador Oh emphasized,
“Humanitarian assistance is related to, but
different from human rights issues, in that
humanitarian aid should continue regardless of
international conflicts or violations of human
rights.” He added that, “Humanitarian assistance
is different from economic assistance, as the
former is in response to humanitarian crises
including natural disasters.” He also pointed out
that humanitarian support to North Korea from
international communities, in fact, has been
going down since early 2000, not because of
human rights violations, but because of the
international sanctions placed on North Korea
due to its nuclear weapons development. 

Expanding on the topic, Ambassador Oh made a
thoughtful comment for young people regarding
North Korea and the unification. He said it is
understandable that young people in South
Korea have difficulty in sharing the thoughts
and feelings of the older ROK generation about
North Korea and unification. Most parents of
the younger generation were born in South
Korea after the Korean War, while many older
people, themselves or their parents, were born
or grew up in North Korea. The different
backgrounds imply that young people rarely
have a family connection with North Koreans,
unlike their parents’ generation. Because of
these different perspectives, he is concerned
that if we do not get unification within the next
20 years, we might not be able to be unified with
North Korea at all. 

Given this sad but possible prospect, he
suggests that the older generation could share
their stories about what it was like before Korea
was divided and describe why the two Koreas
are special to each other. He thinks these
stories from the older generation can help
younger people understand and see their
perspective about the division of Korea and a
possible unification. 

Although North Korean issues are considered
international issues around the world,
Ambassador Oh says it is not the case for South
Korea. He stated that, “What is happening in
North Korea is of particular concern to South
Koreans not least because North Koreans are
our sisters and brothers.” His remarks motivate
South Koreans, especially those in the younger
generation, to reflect on North Korean issues,
including the current problem of the decrease
of humanitarian assistance for the country. In
this light, we need to pay more attention to
North Korea as part of our family, as we are
living in difficult times together due to the
COVID-19 pandemic. The first step in helping
North Korea is for South Koreans to think of
them first as their brothers and sisters and
caring about them.
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