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China has made life dangerous for North Korean refugees living in the country
amid the escalating nuclear weapons crisis, NGO'’s leader says

Mi-young’s chance came when her mother-in-law let her go into town to run some errands.

Sold into marriage in China, the 24-year-old North Korean woman was desperate to flee the bleak
life with her “husband” and the constant monitoring of the older woman.

She had crossed into China with the help of a “trader” on the promise of a job as a waitress, hoping
to send money back to her family.

Mi-young’s family had fallen on hard times since her father was sent to a labour camp two years
ago and her own attempt at running a business from home had failed.

“Our family’s destiny in North Korea seemed very dismal,” she said.
But the nightmare only continued in China. The smuggler was a human trafficker who passed Mi-
young off to another Chinese broker and his North Korean wife. They locked her in their home until

she agreed to go live with a Chinese “husband”.

From seeking refuge to slavery: how North Koreans become victims of human trafficking [1]

“[The couple] did everything to convince me that living with a Chinese man was my best choice to
help my family back in North Korea,” she said. “They took me to the homes of various disabled or
handicapped men in China for me to choose who | wanted to live with.

“I wept bitterly. | knew the punishment that awaited me in North Korea would be severe since I'd left
without permission.”

But with the help of Helping Hands Korea'’s network of volunteers, Mi-young and another North
Korean woman, fled China, slipped into Laos and crossed into Thailand by boat early last month,
from where they hope to make the final onward journey to South Korea.

“My life in China was horrible,” she said. “[| want] to go to South Korea for [my] freedom.”
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Mi-young and her fellow traveller are just two of an increasing number of North Koreans arriving in
Thailand. According to Reuters, 385 North Koreans made the journey in the first half of the year,
compared with 535 last year.

But that already perilous passage could become much more difficult amid the tightest crackdown
on North Korean refugees in China in recent years.

Tim Peters, from Seoul-based Helping Hands Korea, said the effects of the tighter security were
now being felt in the border areas between China and North Korea, with life for North Koreans in
China more dangerous than ever.

“Due to the combined effort of the North Korean regime and China clamping down on border
controls, the number of women coming across the Tumen and Yalu rivers is decreasing somewhat,
Peters said.
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Peters said China launched its clampdown “to prevent a flood of refugees” from getting into China
should the escalating nuclear weapons crisis on the Korean peninsula result in the overthrow of the
regime of North Korean leader Kim Jong-un.

China’s long-standing policy of forcible repatriation of North Korean refugees only complicates the
dangers and difficulties faced by refugees. China does not consider North Koreans refugees but
illegal economic migrants to be sent back to their home country, under a border protocol agreed
upon in 1986.

“Many of the refugees carry razor blades to slit their wrists or arsenic with which to commit suicide
in case they are forcibly repatriated,” Peters said.

North Korean defectors urge China to help people fleeing hermit state [2]

Human rights observers said that in the past year China had been quietly expelling large numbers
of South Korean Christian aid workers who helped support, protect and harbour undocumented
North Koreans.

“The situation is particularly harrowing now, based on our experience,” Peters said.

“The tolerance level by the Chinese authorities for North Korean escapees living in China seems to
be dropping very noticeably. There seems to be a shift from rewarding Chinese citizens for turning
in the North Koreans into authorities actually punishing citizens who are employing or harbouring
the refugees in some way.

“Add to that the unique treachery that confronts the refugees in the form of Chinese human
traffickers teaming up with profit-seeking North Koreans to especially victimise vulnerable refugee
women.”

But there are still groups working to help North Korean refugee women in China. Some actively

search villages, offering aid to those who want to stay in China with their husbands or leave for a
third country.
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Steve Kim, founder of the US-based NGO 318 Partners, which rescues stateless North Korea
orphans and trafficked women in China, said now was the most critical time for field workers
helping North Koreans in China.

“We know of one area where there are over 600 North Korean trafficked women who were sold,”
Kim said.

“We sent our volunteers to find them and a few were willing to come out to talk to us. But most of
them are still living under fear and a desperate life. We want to find them and help them to come
out in the light.”

Rights group urges China to release North Korean refugees [3]

When Mi-young and her friend arrived in Thailand on August 9, they immediately surrendered to
Thai authorities. They were sent to an immigration detention centre before being released to the
South Korean embassy under an unspoken agreement between Thailand and South Korea.

South Korea grants automatic citizenship to all North Koreans. The two women are now waiting for
the South Korean embassy to complete the paperwork that will enable them to “defect” and resettle
in Seoul.

In the past three years, four out of five refugees have been women, said Sokeel Park, director of
research and strategy for Liberty in North Korea (LiNK).

“The tragedy is some North Korean women knew they’d be trafficked. They’d be put into an
arranged marriage with a Chinese man they didn’t know. They went into it nonetheless, because
it's better than staying in North Korea,” Park said.
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More on this: Armageddon? There’s more to Kim than nuclear tests [4]
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