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Interview with 
Hanawon
This week AIMS met with and 
interviewed Dr. Cha and Ms. Lee, two 
specialists who worked at Hanawon, 
the South Korean social adaptation / 
rehabilitation facility for North 
Korean defectors.  They worked as a 
medical doctor and psychologist, 
respectively.  Combined, our 
interviewees have met with over 4,000 
North Korean defectors.

Background

After spending several years at 
Hanawon, Dr. Cha began work with IOM 
(International Organization of Migration) 
on a project dealing with the mental 
treatment of North Korean defectors in 
South Korea. Currently, he is studying at 
the Refugee Studies Center at Oxford 

University. The second interviewee, Ms. 
Lee, formerly a psychologist at Hanawon 
has also worked for the UNHCR in 
China.

Both Dr. Cha and Ms. Lee will be joining 
AIMS as specialists and collaborate on 
upcoming AIMS projects focusing on 
mental treatment for North Korean 
refugees in the United States.

What were your responsibilities 
while at Hanawon?

Hanawon generally receives groups of 
350 North Korean defectors per session. 
A session is currently a two month 
period of time that North Korean 
defectors are required to stay in 
Hanawon.  During their stay, they attend 
useful classes, receive needed medical 
treatment including mental treatment 
and receive individual and/or group 
counseling.

Dr. Cha: We were both responsible for 
meeting and treating over 350 North 
Korean defectors per session, each.  This 
is because there are generally multiple 
sessions or groups in Hanawon at any 
given time. Because of this enormous 
ratio,  it was impossible to provide 
extensive in-depth psychological and 
mental treatment continuously and on an 
individual level.

In order to make the most efficient use of 
our time with the defectors, we would 
generally only have one on one 
treatments with the most severe 
psychological cases.  In these cases and 
after dedicating the limited time we had 
to spend with the defectors, we would 
often refer them to specialized volunteer 
groups or volunteer individual 
orthopsychiatrists and psychologists 
outside of Hanawon and encouraged the 
North Korean defectors to get treatment 
regularly.      

If the Kim Jong-Ill Government 
would simply promise to feed 
me , I would go back to North 
Korea tomorrow ~ 
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Upcoming Issues

Our next issue (Jan. 22) - AIMS projects in 
2009, including legal clinics, social 
adaptation programs, cooperation agencies, 
and policy comparisons with other refugees in 
the U.S.

Our seventh issue (Feb. 5)- AIMS projects 
updates along with current and upcoming 
issues.
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Updates: New AIMS Website

In addition to assisting North Korean 
refugees in the area of social adaptation 
issues, AIMS is always working to provide 
information in an efficient way for those who 
are also interested in this area.   As such,  we 
have updated our website to reflect a much 
more user friendly design as well as easier 
ways to track and follow AIMS projects, 
partners and newsletters.
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What were some of the most 
common symptoms that you noticed 
among the defectors?

Those in Hanawon commonly had 
symptoms of insomnia, alcohol addiction, 
computer addiction, chronic headaches, 
depression and severe anxiety. Since 
many of these symptoms are cause by 
severe mental distress, we would try to 
explain their conditions and refer them 
for additional help.  However,  because of 
the stigma associated to psychological 
treatment in North Korea* many are 
extremely reluctant to accept such 
treatment.  Instead, hearing that certain 
medications can help to treat anxiety or at 
least help to reduce the symptoms, many 
opt for and rely on such medications. *(In 
North Korea,  those who need 
psychological attention are classified as 
part of group 49.  A special group that is 
considered mentally unstable and 
therefore are segregated apart from 
mainstream society.)

It’s interesting that you mention 
Computer Addiction.  
Can you please elaborate?  

When referring to computer addiction, 
we are generally referring to young 
people.  Because young people have not 
yet developed a way to release stress or 
express their depression, frustration and/
or anxiety, these conditions are 
manifested through excessive computer 
use/addiction.

Do you think a Social Adaptation 
Training/Program is essential for 
North Korean refugees? 
Which program(s) do you feel are 
unproductive and should be cut? 
Generally, North Koreans with the 
mildest cases are willing to accept and on 
occasion even seek out treatment.  While 
they suffer from psychological challenges, 
they are healthy enough to recognize that 
they have a problem and understand that 
treatment is available.  They seem to have 
the will and desire to want to get better 
and they do not attempt to hideout in 
society. 

On the other hand, those refugees that 
have the most severe psychological issues 
tend not to want to talk about their 
conditions and even go to great lengths to 
conceal their hardships and painful pasts. 
The severity of their psychological issues 
ends up creating a variety of social 
problems when they are released from 
Hanawon and attempt to integrate into 
society at large. 

Therefore, we need to be equipped with a 
screening process for North Korean 
refugees, specifically to be able to 
evaluate and provide mental and 
psychological treatment. In the meantime, 
we should reduce the emphasis and 
discussion about the hardships these 
refugees have endured, such as torture, 
sexual harassment, rape or human 
trafficking while fleeing North Korea, at 
least during the resettlement stage in 
South Korea, the United States or other 
countries. 

Conclusion

We have met and heard from many 
relocated North Koreans who maintain a 
lasting respect for Kim, Il-Sung. 

They say that problems related to 
starvation began during the mid 1990’s a 
time referred to as the March of 
Hardship in the Kim, Jung-Il 
administration. This is when many angry 
and starving North Koreans surged into 
China to get food.

However,  this phenomenon and time of 
extreme famine was not only caused by 
Kim, Jung-Il`s policies but also because of 
complicated and unstable international 
problems including the collapse of the 
Soviet Union.

Many of the North Koreans wanted to 
stay in North Korea, and would have if 
they were only given the ability to avoid 
suffering and starvation from hunger.

Unfortunately, the North Korean 
defectors we met have become 
accustomed to being controlled by 
government, regulations and people. 
Thus, we have found that when we use 

an approach that mimics,  at least at first, 
some of the stringent guidelines that they 
are accustomed to, treatment generally 
works much better.  While it seems 
questionable and is difficult to set 
stringent rules and guidelines for people 
seeking a better life, based on our 
experience, it must be understood that 
North Korean refugees should be treated 
differently from other refugees in light of 
and taking into consideration their 
extreme differences. 

AIMS opinion after interview

Based on the interview with Dr. Cha and 
Ms. Lee, we feel there are no countries 
that offer or are currently providing the 
types of extensive benefits and support to 
North Korean refugees that South Korea 
does.  Looking only at the quantity of 
benefits offered by South Korea (food, 
housing, employment, monthly income, 
etc.), Korea is the best country for North 
Korean defectors by. In looking that 
quality of benefits however, we find a 
different situation. 
In the United Kingdom, we assumed 
there were over 1,000 North Korean 
refugees, however, our interviewees told 
us that many them failed to adapt socially 
and ended up making their way to South 
Korea. In the U.S., there are 
approximately 200 North Korean 
defectors but most have very difficult 
lives.

In South Korea,  there are officially over 
12,000 North Korean defectors but again, 
we find regarding social adaptation, there 
is little difference with the U.K. and the 
U.S.  We know the number of North 
Korean refugees is expected to increase 
rapidly in the coming months and years 
and believe that action should be taken 
now to prepare programs to assist and 
support the North Korean refugees to 
successfully integrate and become 
healthy contributing members of society.
 
If we overlook this crucial preparation 
stage, we may find ourselves not only 
with a crisis in North Korea involving 
human rights, but also national crises as 
accepted refugees fail to successfully 
integrate into societies around the globe. 
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