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The international community has contributed diverse 
efforts as the poor situation of human rights in North 
Korea has been unveiled by North Korean defectors. 
The United Nations has demanded improvements in 
the human rights record of North Korea based on 
monitoring via the Human Rights Council (formerly 
known as the UN Commission on Human Rights), the 
UN Resolution on the Situation of Human Rights in 
the DPRK, and assigning a Special Rapporteur on the 
situation of human rights in the DPRK.  

As North Korea consistently refuses and denies 
attempts at monitoring human rights, the internation-
al community has had to investigate new approaches 
to induce a change of attitude. In particular, they have 
focused on the common practice of ‘impunity’ for 
human rights violators in North Korea as one of the 
main reasons why human rights violation continues in 
North Korea. As a result, in March 2013, UN Human 
Rights Council (UNHRC) adopted the UN resolution 
on the Situation of Human Rights in the DPRK. This 
resolution launched the Commission of Inquiry on 
human rights in North Korea which mandates ‘full 
accountability.’ 

The Commission of Inquiry launched a one-year 
temporary investigation project. The Commission 
officially submitted the report to UNHRC in February 
2014. On the basis of this report, the UN’s North Ko-
rean human rights improvement activity shifted from 
‘monitoring-oriented’ to ‘accountability-oriented.’ 
This issue briefing is going to trace the changes of 

North Korean human rights improvement through 
the UN Human Rights mechanism. By reflecting on 
these changes, it attempts to suggest a strategic direc-
tion for DPRK’s human rights improvement. 
 
 
UN Human Rights Mechanisms and the Change in 

North Korea’s Human Rights Issues  

 
Expansion of Engagement in North Korean Human 

Rights Issues by UN Human Rights Mechanisms  

 

There have been significant changes to the UN human 
rights mechanisms for engaging North Korean human 
rights issues since the investigation from the Commis-
sion of Inquiry. UN human rights mechanisms are 
largely divided into charter-based bodies and treaty-
based bodies. While the former consists of state repre-
sentatives and has strong political characteristics, the  
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latter is a non-political entity composed of experts.  
The UN human rights mechanisms are expanding 

their level of engagement in North Korean human 
rights issues through the Commission of Inquiry. The 
following are changes in how UN human rights me-
chanisms are involved in North Korean human rights 
issues.  

First, the Human Rights Council, one of the rep-
resentative UN bodies engaged in work on human 
rights, is involved in North Korean human rights is-
sues. There are four specific mechanisms: General As-
sembly, Sub-Commission on the Promotion and Pro-
tection of Human Rights, special procedures, and Uni-
versal Periodic Review (UPR). The General Assembly 
and Sub-Commission are using the resolution method 
to deal with North Koran human rights issues.1

Second, the Office of the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights (OHCHR) is trying to promote technical 
cooperation in the area of human rights with North Ko-
rea. In return for offering technical support through the 
DPRK permanent representative to UN Office at Geneva, 

OHCHR is requesting Pyongyang’s cooperation.   
Third, the UN General Assembly is also con-

cerned about North Korean human rights. According 
to the UN Resolution on the Situation of Human 
Rights in the DPRK passed by the UN Human Rights 
Commission in 2005, the UN General Assembly is to 
handle North Korean human rights issues if North 
Korea does not adopt a positive and future-oriented 
attitude. Following this suggestion, the Resolution on 
the Situation of Human Rights in the DPRK has been 
passed consistently beginning in 2005 to 2014.  

Fourth, implementation of the Commission of 
Inquiry was critical in changing UN Human Rights 
mechanisms. UN human rights mechanisms are ex-
panding beyond the results of temporary activity-
based involvement from the Commission of Inquiry. 
In a report submitted to the UN Human Rights Coun-
cil, the Commission of Inquiry urged the UN Security 
Council to refer the situation of human rights in the 
DPRK to the International Criminal Court (ICC). 
However, China and Russia, permanent members of 
the UN Security Council, oppose the referral to the 
ICC, thereby prohibiting this from being accomplished. 
Meanwhile, the UN Security Council is participating 
in the North Korean human rights issue through dif-
ferent methods: the UN Security Council used an Ar-
ria-formula meeting

 
The special procedure of UNHRC is concerned 

with human rights violations in DPRK. First, based on 
the UN Resolution on the Situation of Human Rights 
in the DPRK by the Commission on Human Rights, a 
Special Rapporteur on North Korea’s human rights 
situation was appointed and has been active since 2004 
as part of the country-specific special procedure. The 
Special Rapporteur monitors the situation of human 
rights in the DPRK and then submits the report to 
UNHRC and General Assembly annually. The themat-
ic special procedures are also involved in the North 
Korean human rights issue according to their mandate. 

UPR, a newly founded human rights mechanism 
from the UN Human Rights Council founded in 2006 
to replace the former institution of UN Human Rights 
Commission, is also concerned with North Korean 
human rights. North Korea submitted its first state 
report in 2009 and its second report in 2014. It also 
dispatched delegations to engage in mutual dialogue 
with member states.  

2

First, strengthen the monitoring and documenta-

 to unofficially discuss human 
rights in the DPRK on April 17, 2014, and then se-
lected the North Korean human rights issue on the 
official agenda on December 22, 2014.  

Following the Resolution on the Situation of Hu-
man Rights in the DPRK adopted by the UN Human 
Rights Council in March 2014, UN Human Rights 
Office in Seoul, a field-based structure of the OHCHR, 
was set up in Seoul on June 23, 2015. By opening the 
independent field office, the human rights mechanism 
concerned with North Korean human rights has ex-
panded its involvement. UN Human Rights Office in 
Seoul has the following four missions:  
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tion of the situation of human rights in the DPRK; 
Second, secure accountability; 
 
Third, enhance engagement and capacity building 
with the Governments of All states, civil society, 
and other stakeholders;  
 
Fourth, maintain the visibility of the situation of 
the human rights in DPRK including through 
sustainable communication, advocacy, and out-
reach activities.   
 
Not only charter-bodies but also treaty-bodies are 

involved in human right issues in North Korea. North 
Korea is a member state of Human Rights Committee  
 

(CCPR), Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (CESCR), Committee on the Elimination of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), and 
Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC). But 
these treaty-based bodies are able to get involved only 
when North Korea observes the treaty obligation by 
submitting the state report and dispatching the delega-
tion. North Korea submitted a second report to CCPR 
in 2000, a second report to CESCR in 2002, an initial 
report to CEDAW in 2002, and third and fourth com-
bined reports to CRC in 2007. Because North Korea 
has not submitted any state report since 2007, treaty-
based bodies has not been able to address the human 
rights issue in North Korea. 

 

 
Figure 1: Engagement in North Korean Human Rights Issues through UN Human Rights Mechanisms 

UN Human Rights Mechanisms Year(s) Engagement Me-
thods 

Charter-
based 
Bodies 

UN 
Human 
Rights 
Council 
(formerly 
UN Human 
Rights 
Commission) 

Sub-Commission on the Promo-
tion and Protection of Human 1997~1998 Resolution 

Commission on Human Rights  2003~2005 Resolution Human Rights Council 2008~Present 

Special 
Procedures 
of the 
Human 
Rights 
Council 

UN Special Rappor-
teur on the Human 
Rights Situation in 
the DPRK 

2004~Present 

Reports to the Hu-
man Rights Council 
and General 
Assembly 

Thematic Special 
Rapporteur Periodic Communication 

Procedure 

General Assembly  2005~2014 Resolution 
UN Commission of Inquiry 2013 Accountability 
OHCHR OHCHR Periodic Technical coopera-

tion 

UN Human Rights Office in Seoul 2015~Present Accountability, 
Database 

UN Security Council 2014~Present Arria-formula, 
official agenda 

Treaty-
based 
bodies 

Human Rights Committee (CCPR) Initial report (1983);  
second report (2000) 

Report deliberation 
and concluding 
observations 

Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (CESCR) 

Initial report (1984);  
second report (2002) 

Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW) Initial report (2002) 

Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC) 

Initial report (1996);  
second report (2002); 
third and fourth com-
bined reports (2007) 
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Transformation of Engagement in the North Korean 
Human Rights  

 

There has been a fundamental change in UN’s ap-
proach to North Korean human rights after the estab-
lishment of the Commission of Inquiry. The UN basi-
cally has applied a ‘two-track approach’ of ‘pressure’ 
and ‘engagement’ to enhance the North Korean human 
rights situation. In particular, in order to prevent, pro-
tect, and promote the human rights of the North Ko-
rean people, the UN has been attempting to induce— 
through the two-track policy—changes in Pyongyang’s 
perception and policy in relation to human rights, in-
stitutional changes, and capacity-building. 

UN’s strategy of using pressure to improve the 
situation of North Korean human rights is accom-
plished through monitoring and accountability. Before 
the Commission of Inquiry was enacted, resolutions 
and monitoring through the special procedure were 
the basic forms of pressure. The UN’s strategy of using 
pressure has shifted its orientation from monitoring to 
accountability after the Commission of Inquiry was 
launched.  

Together with the strategy of using pressure, UN 
has used a strategy of engagement by combining trea-
ty-based bodies, UPR, and technical cooperation from 
OHCHR to resolve North Korean human rights issue. 

 
Figure 2: UN’s Strategy to Improve North Korean Human Rights 

Approach Method(s) Goal 
 
 

Pressure 
Monitoring 

-Resolution 
-Special procedure (UN Special Rapporteur 
on the Human Rights, Thematic Rapporteur) Changes in Policy and Sys-

tem of the DPRK 
Accountability 

-UN Commission of Inquiry 
-UN Human Rights Office in Seoul  
-UN Security Council 

 
 
 
 

Engagement 

State Acceptance Technical Cooperation Capacity Building 

State  
Responsibility Report to the Treaty-based Bodies 

Monitoring:  
Inducing Policy Change of 
the North Korean Govern-
ment 

State  
Responsibility UPR 

Mutual Dialogue:  
Inducing Policy Change of 
the North Korean Govern-
ment 

 
Changing North Korean Responses  

 
North Korea is responding to the UN’s involvement in the 
North Korean human rights issues by linking the human 
rights with the security, national image, and identity. 
Therefore, it is possible that the whole situation of the 
North Korean human rights is not fully understood if one 
looks only at the “human rights aspect.” The UN’s decision 
to change its method of putting pressure on North Korean 
human rights issues after the establishment of the Com-
mission of Inquiry acts as the key factor in influencing 
Pyongyang’s response.  

In the 2000s, North Korea responded to the UN’s re-

quest for improving its domestic human rights situation by 
stating that this was a violation of its national sovereignty 
from the perspective of North Korea’s national security.3 
In accordance with its national security interests, Pyon-
gyang has been adopting a ‘denial strategy’ when it comes 
to responding to UN pressure. Furthermore, North Korea 
explicitly stated that it would reject any UN’s attempts at 
engagement should the UN keep on pressing North Korea 
on the human rights issue. For instance, although North 
Korea welcomes the mere idea of technical cooperation 
with OHCHR, it will not proceed to work with OHCHR 
because the cooperation is predicated on the North Korean 
Human Rights Resolution. Because North Korea is using 
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an approach of linking pressure and engagement, the UN’s 
two-track strategy of pressure and engagement has not 
yielded any apparent outcomes. 

With the shift in the UN’s pressure strategy toward 
being accountability-oriented, North Korea’s method of 
linking human rights with security and with national iden-
tity is also changing. North Korea defines this accountabili-
ty-based pressure strategy as targeting their highest leader, 
to whom they refer as ‘Supreme Dignity.’ While monitor-
ing-based pressure such as the Resolution on the Situation 
of Human Rights in the DPRK targets a state, accountabili-

ty-based pressure is targeted at an ‘individual.’ This percep-
tion leads North Korea to shift its human rights-security 
linkage toward “defending and safeguarding the great lead-
er” while maintaining the comprehensive position that 
human rights fall under the state sovereignty. In other 
words, although a practice of defining the human rights in 
terms of regime security continues in North Korea, indi-
vidual security for the “Supreme Dignity” has been added 
so that the linkage between the human rights and national 
security has been strengthened.  

 
Figure 3: North Korea’s Response to the Two-track Strategy by UN 

Improvement Strategy of the UN North Korea’s Response Reason 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Resolution 

UN Subcommittee on 
Human 
Rights(1997~1998) 

Rejection 
- Announcement of its withdrawal 
from ICCPR Political conspiracy 

- defamation of the na-
tional image and regime 
collapse 
→‘Human rights= 
state’s sovereignty’ 

UN Commission on 
Human Rights 
(2003~2005) 

Rejection 

UN Human Rights 
Council (2008~2015) Rejection 

UN General Assembly 
(2005~2014) 

Rejection 
- Rejection + tactical acceptance → 
Rejection 

UPR 

Partial acceptance of recommenda-
tions 
- First UPR (2009): accepted 81, par-
tially accepted 6, took a note of 15, 
rejected 65, out of total 167 recom-
mendations 
- Second UPR (2014): accepted 113, 
partially accepted 4, took a note of 
58, rejected 93, out of total 268 rec-
ommendations 

Participation  

Special procedures 

Special Rapporteur 
on the situation of 
human rights in the 
DPRK 

Rejection 
Political conspiracy 
- Based on the resolu-
tion 

Thematic Special  
Rapporteur Rejection Political conspiracy 

UN Commission of Inquiry  Rejection 

Political conspiracy  
- “Human rights = state’s 
sovereignty” + “defend-
ing and safeguarding 
the great leader” 
- Defamation of the na-
tional image  

OHCHR technical cooperation in the field of 
human rights  

Rejection 
- Accepted only technical coopera-
tion  

Based on the resolution  

State Party Obligation in International hu-
man rights treaties 

Tactical acceptance  
- Announcement of its withdrawal 
from ICCPR 
- Breach of treaty obligations after 
2007 

Relatively non-political 
agenda   
- An organization com-
posed of individual ex-
perts 
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Changes in the linkage between human rights and 
national security is a key factor in influencing North 
Korea’s reaction toward the UN’s two-track strategy to 
improve the situation of North Korean human rights. 
Linking human rights with the state sovereignty was a 
loosely-woven linkage, which induced North Korea to 
respond with a denial strategy. However, with “defend-
ing and safeguarding the great leader” being estab-
lished as the core objective in responding to the North 
Korean human rights issues, organizations and elites 
within the DPRK are desperately struggling for their 
survival in a competition for greater loyalty.  

In 2014, North Korea adopted a diplomatic strat-
egy with the perspective of “defending and safeguard-
ing the great leader” in order to prevent the inclusion 
of a suggestion for the UN Security Council to refer 
the situation of North Korean human rights to ICC in 
the UN Resolution on the Situation of Human Rights 
in DPRK. To better advance the North Korean posi-
tion, its Foreign Minister Ri Su-yong attended the UN 
General Assembly for the first time in 15 years, and  
 
 

Kang Sok-ju, Secretary of the Korean Workers’ Party, 
visited Europe. Also, North Korea agreed to several 
measures such as allowing the Special Rapporteur on 
the situation of human rights in the DPRK to enter 
North Korea, accepting OHCHR’s technical coopera-
tion, and human rights dialogue in the process. They 
even expressed tactical acceptance’ to accommodate 
the UN’s engagement strategy previously rejected by 
North Korea if the suggestion to refer the issue to the 
ICC, which was perceived to target the “Supreme Dig-
nity,” was dropped from the North Korea Human 
Rights Resolution. Even though North Korea under-
took a desperate measure to defend and safeguard the 
great leader, the Resolution including the suggestion to 
refer the North Korean human rights issues to the ICC 
was adopted in UN General Assembly as planned. 
Consequently, North Korea not only returned to its 
strategy of denial, but it went further by applying a 
strong counteroffensive strategy toward international 
society by mobilizing various extra-governmental or-
ganizations. 
 

Figure 4: North Korea’s Method of Linking Human Rights and Security 

 Human Rights-Security Linkage Countermeasure 

Before the establishment of 
the Commission of Inquiry 

- ‘Human rights = state sovereignty 

→ Traditional identity and regime 

security 

- Rejection and Criticism  

After the establishment of the 
Commission of Inquiry 

- ‘Human rights = state sovereignty + 

‘defending and safeguarding the 

great leader’ 

→ ‘Human rights = state sovereignty 

< ‘defending and safeguarding the 

great leader’ 

- Rejection and backlash 

- change the linkage of human 

rights and a contingency plan; 

strengthen the link   
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Based on its perception of the U.S. “hostile policy,” 
North Korea is responding by linking human rights 
with national security. North Korea also claims that 
the UN and other countries’ pressure on North Korea 
with regards to the human rights issue are due to the 
U.S. sponsored “hostile policy” and “policy of smo-
thering the DPRK.” Furthermore, North Korea criti-
cizes South Korea as being subordinate to the U.S. and 
argues that South Korea merely acts in a manner the 
U.S. would prefer. The involvement of the UN and 
other countries in the North Korean human rights 
problem is branded as the United States’ efforts at mo-
bilizing “Instigation and Followership” and the in-
volvement of South Korea in North Korea’s human 
rights is criticized by Pyongyang that South Korea is 
a ”Subordinate and Follower” of the U.S. 

The UN’s accountability-based pressure strategy, 
combined with the establishment of the Office of Hu-
man Rights in Seoul, is exerting influence on inter-
Korean relations. North Korea heavily criticized that the 
establishment of the Office of Human Rights in Seoul is 
regarded as “a public proclamation of confrontation” 
and “an excuse for instigating a war to realize the delu-
sion of unification through absorption,” and that “there 
will be severe and merciless punishment” in the Com-
mittee for the Peaceful Reunification of Korea’s Secreta-
riat Report No.1094 on May 29, 2015. North Korea went 
beyond mere criticism and took measures such as not 
participating in the Gwangju Summer Universiade on 
June 19, 2015 and sentencing two South Korean detai-
nees to an indefinite period of hard labor.4

There appear to be changes in how the United States 
responds to the North Korean human rights issue in 
relation to other issues due to the action of UN Com-
mission of Inquiry. In the absence of measures to re-
solve the long-delayed North Korean nuclear issue, the 
U.S. is strengthening pressure on North Korea with 

regards to human rights violations. Previously, the U.S. 
listed North Korea’s denuclearization and suppression 
of military provocations as the priority and was com-
parably less interested in the human rights issues. 
However, the U.S is now strengthening the linkage 
strategy between North Korea’s nuclear problem and 
human rights as one of its strategies to deter North 
Korean nuclear development in order to induce North 
Korea to improve its human rights situation.

 
 
U.S. Linking Sanctions and Security with the North 

Korean Human Rights Issues 

 

5 
Three delegates from countries involved in the Six-

Party Talks have officially begun to discuss the North 
Korean human rights issue. On May 27, 2015, the Chief 
delegates of Korea, the U.S., and Japan. Delegates are as 
follows: Hwang Joon-kook, Special Representative for 
Korean Peninsula Peace and Security Affairs; Sung Kim, 
U.S. Special Representative for North Korea Policy and 
Deputy Assistant Secretary for Korea and Japan; and Iha-
ra Junichi, Director-General of Asian and Oceanian Af-
fairs Bureau in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan. 
They held a meeting about North Korea’s human rights 
problems and discussed multiple measures for maintain-
ing the international community’s momentum.6 The 
delegates from South Korea, the U.S., and Japan did not 
explicitly announce the idea of adding North Korea’s hu-
man rights problems to the agenda of the six-party talks, 
but they emphasized the strengthening of pressure on 
North Korea through the human rights issue. 

Furthermore, there is a trend toward strengthen-
ing of the U.S.-centered ROK-U.S.-Japan cooperation 
on the North Korean human rights issues. At the U.N. 
General Assembly in September 2014, U.S. Secretary 
of State John Kerry led a high-level meeting on North 
Korea’s human rights situation with South Korean and 
Japanese foreign ministers. On July 8, 2015, the Herit-
age Foundation hosted the United States-Republic of 
Korea-Japan Ambassadors’ Dialogue where they dis-
cussed cooperation measures for resolving North Ko-
rea’s human rights problems.7

Lately, there are increased movements in the U.S. 
to link North Korea’s human rights problems and 
sanctions. At the United States-Republic of Korea-
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Japan Ambassadors’ Dialogue mentioned above, Sung 
Kim stated that the evidence and information related 
to possible sanctions against the people in charge of 
activities which violate human rights within North 
Korea are under review. 

On January 2, 2015, President Obama issued Ex-
ecutive Order 13687, which imposed additional sanc-
tions with respect to North Korea. In this order, the 
United States defines the Sony Pictures hacking inci-
dent not as a simple hacking incident but as a violation 
of human rights which attempted to suppress the art-
ists’ and individuals’ freedom of expression. In accor-
dance with this executive order, the basis has been set 
for sanctions against individuals and organizations in 
North Korea that commit human rights violations. 
There are ongoing efforts in the U.S. Congress to link 
the North Korean human rights and sanctions. For 
example, the United States House of Representatives 
sponsored the ‘North Korea Sanctions Enforcement 
Act of 2015 (H.R. 757).’ On February 27, 2015 the 
House Foreign Affairs Committee held a Markup Ses-
sion and the act is currently being revised. In this act, a 
broad definition of human rights violation such as 
what is happening in a political prison camp across 
North Korea is also regarded as a basis for sanctions.8

However, South Korea’s establishment of the 
North Korean human rights strategy based on the two-

 
 

 

Recommendations for South Korea 

 

The targets of policy for improving North Korea’s hu-
man rights can be classified into two types: the North 
Korean authorities and the people. The character of 
North Korea’s human rights problem has been chang-
ing with the activities of the UN Commission of In-
quiry. South Korea’s strategy in response should be 
established in view of changes in the nature of North 
Korea’s human rights problems. This paper suggests a 
series of recommendations for South Korea in dealing 
with the North under three distinguishable policy en-
vironments. 

First, the international community’s strategy is es-
sentially shifting from monitoring to full accountabili-
ty. There is also a strengthening trend toward full-
accountability-based pressure rather than engagement. 

Second, international community’s pressure based on 
the full accountability seems to leave little room for North 
Korea to be flexible and forthcoming in its responses.  

Third, as North Korea’s method of linking human 
rights, security, and national identity changes, there 
are increased trends toward linking human rights is-
sues with nuclear development and sanctions, particu-
larly in the U.S. Furthermore, ROK-U.S.-Japan cooper-
ation regarding North Korea’s human rights problem is 
strengthened.  

With the UN Commission of Inquiry in action, 
North Korean human rights issues display a strongly 
political aspect as human rights are more and more 
linked with other issues. There is a limit on how much 
progress can be made in North Korea human rights 
issues by focusing on the human rights issue alone. 
Therefore, South Korea’s strategy should be established 
having taken into account the political links between 
human rights on one hand, and security and sanctions 
on the other. 

First, when considering the human rights issue, 
South Korea needs to consistently pursue a two-track 
strategy that contains both elements of pressure and 
engagement. As South Korea aims for the unification, it 
would be difficult to approach the North Korean human 
rights issues merely by applying pressure. In light of 
North Korea’s strong resistance against the full accoun-
tability-based strategy, South Korea needs to create 
more positive conditions for pursuing a North Korea 
policy that is more conducive to the unification of the 
Korean peninsula by pursuing a two-track strategy. 
Therefore, South Korea’s strategy should be established 
with a two-track approach of combining engagement 
against the external policy environment where accoun-
tability-based pressure is being strengthened.  
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track strategy of pressure and engagement faces two 
different policy challenges. First, pressure is growing 
in the international community for full accountability 
regarding North Korea’s human rights problems. 
Second, North Korea has used international pressure 
as a pretext to deny engagement with the international 
community. Because North Korea responds by linking 
pressure and engagement, it is not easy to achieve re-
sults by pushing ahead with a two-track approach of 
pressure and engagement. 

In connection with the first policy obstacle, first 
of all, South Korea must effectively coordinate between 
its strategy oriented toward unification and the inter-
national cooperation focused on full accountability. In 
South Korea’s position, it cannot help but abide by the 
changes in the UN’s approach which features accoun-
tability-based pressure on North Korea. However, 
North Korea is responding with desperate measures to 
the UN’s approach from the perspective of “Supreme 
Dignity” argument. In this dilemma, South Korea 
needs to consistently maintain its traditional position 
that South Korea has always supported the UN’s ap-
proach. At the same time, even if human rights issues 
are not explicitly mentioned, South Korea needs to 
seek various methods to improve human rights condi-
tion in North Korea through the revitalization of inter-
Korean relations. Until now, this kind of perception 
has rarely been seen in the inter-Korean relations. UN 
Commission of Inquiry recommends the United Na-
tions to adopt the Rights-up Front strategy. South Ko-
rea should also induce an appropriate ministry to take 
the Rights-up Front strategy into consideration when 
setting up the inter-Korean cooperation strategy. In 
this regard, the human rights-based approach which is 
actively being discussed in the UN needs to be applied 
in correlation with South Korea’s situation. In particu-
lar, South Korea needs to establish its North Korea 
policy by taking into account the participation and 
empowerment of the North Koreans during the inter-
Korean exchange and cooperation process. 

The report by the Commission of Inquiry high-
lights the revitalization of the inter-Korean exchange 
and cooperation for improving the North Korean hu-
man rights situation. Therefore, South Korea needs to 
actively promote its position between aiming to im-
prove the human rights situation through the inter-
Korean exchange and supporting the international 
community. 

In connection with the second policy environ-
ment, first of all, South Korea should try to create con-
ditions for the activation of the UN human rights en-
gagement mechanism so as to alleviate North Korea’s 
counter-strategy of linking pressure and engagement 
in the short run. More specifically, South Korea needs 
to increase diplomatic efforts to make conditions for 
the UN human rights mechanisms focused on en-
gagement with regard to the UPR, technical coopera-
tion with the OHCHR, and treaty-based bodies to ex-
pand their roles and responsibilities.  

In particular, there is a need to actively utilize the 
UN human rights mechanism of engagement based on 
the countries’ obligations. Regarding treaty-based bo-
dies to be relatively weak in political character, North 
Korea has tended to be cooperative with the treaty-
based bodies until 2007. Therefore, South Korea needs 
to create conditions conducive for the activation of en-
gaging North Korea to participate in the international 
community by emphasizing North Korea’s tendency to 
abide by and cooperate with treaty-based bodies. 

North Korea has negatively responded to adopt-
ing a resolution for the sake of objectivity or selectivity 
targeting a specific country. However, UPR is free 
from criticism of double standards or selectivity in 
terms of targeting the entire United Nations Member 
States. Thus, there is a clear need to strengthen and 
expand the engagement strategy vis-à-vis North Korea 
by utilizing UPR. More specifically, South Korea can 
expand its engagement strategy vis-à-vis North Korea 
by focusing on the proposed resolutions on which 
North Korea expressed explicit acceptance. 
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Secondly, South Korea should weaken North Ko-
rea’s linkage strategy in which a response to the pres-
sure-based strategy defines its response to the engage-
ment-based strategy over the mid to long-term. In order 
to change North Korea’s action, which responds with 
both pressure and engagement, South Korea needs to 
use the North’s approach reversely. Because North Ko-
rea responds to accountability-based pressure by equat-
ing that as targeting the “Supreme Dignity,” relevant 
agencies in Pyongyang feel a lot of pressure. South Ko-
rea needs to establish a strategy for using it reversely. In 
this regard, it is important to induce North Korea to 
realize that the international actions for the accountabil-
ity-based pressure will not be temporary.   

South Korea should strengthen and maintain the 
visibility of North Korea’s human rights problem to 
make North Korea realize that the international efforts 
to hold human rights violators accountable will con-
tinue. Therefore, South Korea needs to play a leading 
role in maintaining the visibility of the North Korean 
human rights problem through communication, advo-
cacy, and promotion in mid to long-term. For this role, 
South Korean government should play a leading role 
in establishing a complex, multifaceted cooperation 
network with international organizations, individual 
nations, internal and external NGOs. Taking into ac-
count North Korea’s response and the fact that the 
NGO’s role is strengthening in human rights field, 
South Korean government should reinforce public-
private cooperation and provide support in building 
international solidarity with NGOs instead of directly 
getting involved.  

If the pressure of full accountability continues in 
mid to long-term, it will become increasingly difficult 
for North Korea to reject all of United Nations human 
rights mechanisms. As part of its measures to alleviate 
pressure from international society in the mid to long 
term, it is possible that North Korea will adopt tactical 
acceptance, whereby North Korea accepts involvement 
of the United Nations’ human rights mechanisms. 
North Korea may also take positive actions, such as 

conditional permission for the UN personnel includ-
ing the UN Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights 
Situation in the DPRK to visit North Korea, accep-
tance of technical cooperation with OHCHR, agree-
ment to abide by the international human rights trea-
ties, and partial implementation of the proposed rec-
ommendations by the UPR.  

Lastly, South Korea needs to devise its own strat-
egy to improve human rights after taking into account 
the political factors behind linking human rights is-
sues with national security and sanctions. Under the 
current situation where the accountability-based pres-
sure on the North Korean human rights problem con-
tinues, a simple human rights-based approach would 
be difficult to effectively deal with the linkage between 
human rights and national security. In order for South 
Korea to carry out engagement strategy against the 
backdrop of pressure strategy on the North Korean 
human rights issues, South Korea needs to take a stra-
tegic approach to weaken North Korea’s the linkage 
strategy between human rights and national security. 
Above all, in order to resolve the North Korean hu-
man rights problem, human rights strategy toward 
North Korea should be established to create a favora-
ble condition in which linkage between human rights 
and national security can be weakened. North Korea is 
linking human rights with national security in re-
sponse to the U.S. “hostile policy” toward North Korea. 
The U.S., in turn, is strengthening its human rights 
linkage in order to create a policy environment for the 
resolution of the North’s nuclear weapons program. 
North Korea and United States are both linking hu-
man rights with national security for the different 
purposes; however, the key chain in this linkage archi-
tecture is North Korea’s nuclear weapons program. In 
order to for South Korea’s strategy to produce tangible 
outcomes toward resolving the North Korean human 
rights problem through a two-track approach of en-
gagement and pressure, human rights strategy toward 
North Korea must also take into account the North’s 
nuclear weapons problem. In this process, South Ko-
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rea needs to find coevolutionary strategy to alleviate 
the North’s security concerns.9

                                           
1 In 2000, it was decided that the Sub-Commission on the 
Promotion and Protection of Human Rights would not adopt a 
country-specific resolution. In 2006, the Human Rights Com-
mission was replaced by the Human Rights Council, and within 
the Human Rights Council, the Sub-Commission on the Pro-
motion and Protection of Human Rights was replaced by the 
Advisory Committee. 
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agenda, which may be selected by the Security Council to be 
discussed in an unofficial and private format. 
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pp. 172~174. 
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