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North Korean
Brokers: Answers
We focused on two major questions: 1) 
Who are these brokers and how/why do 
they enter this profession?  2) How do 
refugees feel about the brokers and the fees 
that they are charging?

In general, brokers are either previously 
escaped refugees, North Korean 
individuals with Chinese  citizenship, or 
former North Korean soldiers. These 
brokers are people who are keenly aware 
of the situation in North Korea and, 
having found no other way to help out, 
have turned to becoming brokers as a way 
of providing support.

During our interview, we were told that 
the Korean government, at least 
Hanawon, strongly suggests NKR give 
funding to the brokers. While the average 
payment to the brokers is approximately 
$10,000, the brokers only receive 5% 

($500). While this doesn't seem like 
much, most brokers try to traffic 6 NK's 
a month, bringing their monthly income 
to ~$3000. When this is compared to the 
average income in NK of 3,000NK won 
per month, we can see that this price is 
significant. We were also told that 
because the average travel time for NKR 
to SK is 6 months, brokers initially must 
invest their own money. Thus, to begin 
some NKs who do not have initial 
investment funds use around~$10,000 
saved by the broker’s family members. 
However, we also found that if the NK 
has family already living in SK, then the 
brokers will discount their fee by $500.Ê 
This discount comes due to the fact that 
their money is not at risk, unlike cases 
when they initially invest their own 
money. (If the NKR gets caught, as many 
do, the broker is out their initial 
investment).

Brokers have petitioned the SKNIA to 
sponsor brokers or provide initial 
funding up front (approx $45000) to fund 
the first set of NKR. Because the initial 

hard cost to the broker is $3000 (to cross 
from NK to China) and based on 6 NK a 
month, the average broker would have 
initial 1st months costs of $18,000.Ê This 
is a strong deterrent to potential brokers 
who may wish to get started in this 
business. 

Our initial impression that SK or the 
NKR might dislike or harbor 
animosity toward the brokers was 
unfounded. As a matter of fact, based 
on first hand accounts of 
conversations between NKR and 
brokers, their relationships seem to be 
quite friendly and almost familial 
under certain circumstances.

In a particular case, when the broker 
we spoke to was asked about the 
costs of transportation of a refugee , 
he replied that, due to his relationship 
with the NKR, he could not accept 
payment. When the NKR advised the 
broker that the NKR would send a 
payment of ~$1500 when funds 
became available (in the next 6 
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Upcoming Issues

Our next issue (Nov. 27) will primarily focus 
on Analysis of US human rights law for the 
NKR and glancing at related Korea Law for 
the NKR
Our third issue (Dec. 11) Will focus on a 
comparison between the actual lives of NKRs 
in USA and perception of living in the United 
States.  We will also look at how the law is 
applied to their life including their citizenship 
problem through real interview with NKR in 
the states 
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months) the broker joked and said 
that such a payment wouldn't even 
begin to cover the overhead costs. 
Later, the NKR agreed to send full 
payment.

AIMS: Who we are, What makes us different:
 
Opinions are divided regarding North 
Korean refugees. One opinion put 
forward is that the so-called planned 
refuge, which requires a broker to be 
involved in the process, not only 
depreciates the pure meaning of natural 
unification, but actually works directly 
against the ongoing natural unification 
process. Others, who see planned 
refugees in a more positive light, argue in 
favor of this concept because it provides 
opportunities for destitute people to come 
out of North Korean society on their own.

AIMS is not an organization that takes a 
particular stand on either side of this 
matter. Our organization is simply 
composed of a group of people who have 
gathered to work toward the unified goal 
of helping societies receiving North 
Korean refugees become places better 
suited to these refugees, people who have 
come in search of hope and a bright 
future, regardless of their route of 
entrance. By giving support directly to 
the refugee and their rapidly changing 
lives, we wish to dismantle poverty and 
subsequent suffering for this and future 
generations. We want to create a 
community where refugees can share 
their lives, filled with happiness most 
people around the world experience 
without much thought of gratitude.

In preparing to publish this first 
newsletter, our hearts ached with sadness 
during the interviews we conducted as we 
were told of experiences that we wished 
could have been prevented. Based upon 
our interviews it is not hard to imagine 
what difficulties North Korean refugees 
must face adjusting to life in a democratic 
society when they have lived under such 
a brutal dictatorship their entire lives.

To us, the saddest part of the NKR 
experience is the amount of 
discrimination and the ostensible 
differences that many seemingly cannot 
overcome, thus changing what was once a 
journey filled with hope into a dejected 

urge to go back home to the Kim Jung-Il 
regime. That is, if there were no hunger.

To these people who have journeyed 
beyond their borders in hope of food, the 
role of society should be nothing less than 
to supply these people with jobs and 
enable them to gradually stand on their 
own . A minimal standard of living should 
not be too much to ask. 

Current Food Situation

The current situation in NK is terrible and 
intolerable to say the least. Current 
rumors suggest that the food shortage 
could reach the same levels as 
1993~1998.

One of the interviewees who left NK in 
May 2008 vividly recalled watching 
people's bones literally crumble due to 
malnutrition and lack of food. The most 
recent rumors coming from NK, within 
the past month, have stated that people 
have actually resorted to cannibalizing 
deceased NKs. Regarding food, as of last 
May, the NK government was 
encouraging businesses within NK to 
smuggle food into the country using any 
means necessary. Concerning the current 
food aid going to NK, it was again 
confirmed today that most, if not all such 
aid, goes strictly to the NK military and 
still, many members of the military are 
undernourished.

The 3 different interviewees told us that 
the NK government has hardly paid any 
wages since 2002.

We would like to point out that hunger 
has and will continue to be a major factor 
in any increase of NK's fleeing NK. 

Item North Korea South Korea

Rice 1kg 5,000NKW 2,200 SKW/$1.62

Chinese 
Cabbage

500 NKW 2,000 SKW/$1.48

Salt 1Kg 1,700 NKW 1,200 SKW/$0.89

Social Adaptation Issues

The primary reason for wanting to 
leave South Korea, according to the 
refugees we interviewed, was because 
of the constant state of fear that exists 
for many of the NKR living in South 
Korea. One interviewee described a 
constant barrage of phone calls 
threatening him if he spoke to the 
government, news sources or NGOs 
regarding his experiences in NK. Even 
though he changed his phone number 
multiple times, it was only a matter of 
days before the threatening phone calls 
resumed. These phone calls led quickly 
to an overall feeling that there was a 
lack of safety. The NKR stated that he 
became weary of doing "ordinary" 
things necessary to live his daily life 
and therefore chose to apply to the US.

There are many pro-North Korea 
organizations in South Korea. And many 
of these sympathizers have been known 
to pressure and threaten NKR living in 
South Korea.

Also, some NKRs who have considered 
leaving South Korea do not appear to be 
able to fully resettle in South Korea, and 
are neither stable financially nor mentally. 
These NKRs have constantly stated that 
the discrimination from their South 
Korean brothers is worse than anything.

Cultural Gap

One of the most pressing issues that we 
have discovered is that North Korean 
refugees have a very hard time bridging 
the gap between communism and 
capitalism.  They feel discriminated 
against if they are given less pay for less 
work or are reprimanded for coming in 
later to work or missing time. 
Additionally, due to deeply ingrained 
communist ideologies, they have a hard 
time understanding the concept of 
working hard for yourself. The Hanawon 
social adaptation course does not do 
much to address this issue, however this 
may primarily be due to the 8-week time 
limit on the crash course. (Hanawon will 
be discussed further in upcoming issues).
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Social Adaptation Issues (culture gap) Cont.

Another notable issue (this issue is tied 
closely to the first,) is that in a communist 
society people are not given the 
opportunity to pursue their own dreams or 
desires within a workforce. Therefore, 
many NKR have very limited job skills. If 
they do have specialized skills, the next 
challenge they run into is finding a way to 
utilize their skills to maximize their 
potential. 

The development of a program that would 
evaluate the skills North Korean 
Refugees possess prior to their going to 
the US would significantly contribute to 
the resolution of this problem. By 
providing an analysis regarding the type 
of job the NKR would be most suited for 
in the US based on the NKR’s previous 
work experience, the subsequent 
transition would be much more seamless. 
We were told about a particular NKR 
currently living in LA who has been able 
to save ~$150,000 over three years. He 
worked with textiles in NK and dealt with 
roofing tiles. Thus, upon his entering the 
United States he was able to take 
initiative and work in the construction 

industry in CA, a field familiar to him. 
His wife, who had experience serving 
food, currently works serving food 12 
hours a day. She brings home ~$3500-
$4000 a month which goes to pay their 
living expenses and for schooling and 
after school programs for their two 
children, one of whom is a US citizen.

Educational Gap

The language barrier is another issue that 
North Korean Refugees have to deal with. 
In the United States this issues stems 
from the fact that NKR do not generally 
speak any English.

In South Korea, the primary challenge is 
that NKR have a very unique accent that 
immediately distinguishes them or 
"marks" them as NKRs.

One US based NGO teamed up with a 
NKR currently living in the US in an 
attempt to provide one-to-one English 
tutoring. However, the experiment 
yielded very few positive results, 
primarily due to the fact that the tutors 
did not speak Korean which, in the end, 
created more frustration than progress.

Survey (Joong-Ang Magazine Sept 2006)
300 NKR rate of withdrawal 98.4%

1) What is the single most difficult aspect 
of your life?

• 51.5% Discrimination by South 
Korean (directly connected to 
employment and income)

2) Current Employment Situation
• 61.4% Unemployed 
• 16.7% Regular employment
• 65.7% < 1,000,000 KW/m wage

3) Would you ever consider moving?
• 70.0% I would love to have asylum 

in the US
• 66.4% I would love to immigrate to 

another country
• 54.6% Sometimes, I think I want to 

go back to North Korea.
4) How do you feel about your future?

• 26.1% I expect my life will be 
much better in 5 years

• 43.7% I expect my life will be 
better in 5 years

• 21.1% I expect my life will not 
change in 5 years

• 8.8% I expect my life will be worse 
in 5 years

For more information:
info@aimskorea.org/www.aimskorea.org
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