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Introduction
1. The Centre for Voters Initiative & Action presents this report to the United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities ahead of the 33rd session for the review of North Korea. The Centre is a non-governmental organization based in the Americas with an international focus. The Centre acknowledges there can be no secure tomorrow without ensuring civil societies have knowledge to vote, participate, and engage with democratic processes.

2. The Centre works with multiple international mechanisms to convey dialogue, conduct research, and bring awareness to thematic issues of electoral engagement around the world. We closely follow and participate in the United Nations human rights mechanisms in Geneva and abroad, including the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, to promote civil society participation in the public affairs process for persons with disabilities. 
3. Recognising the complex nature of the recent challenges North Korea faces, the Centre hopes to provide valuable information to the Committee regarding the State’s compliance with issues exacerbating incompliance under the Convention. 

4. Whilst the Centre normally focuses on voting rights issues, the unique circumstances presented by North Korea encompass the implementation of the Convention across multiple areas of public life. We hope this information is of value, as it particularly reverberates the voices and experiences of real North Korean persons. 

5. This report focuses on four specific violations that hinder the rights of persons with disabilities in North Korea: (1) discrimination and accessibility restrictions for persons with disabilities; (2) inequitable access to education and denial of rights to services; (3) extreme hardships in marginalised groups; and (4) national governance and global perceptions that limit inclusivity for disabled individuals.
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6. While North Korea’s commitment and ratification of the Convention in 2016 showed promise for the rights for persons with disabilities, a lack of change and continued prejudice proved otherwise. This lack of compliance becomes evident when analysing the limited access to resources and widespread discrimination faced by disabled individuals. However, the testimonies of escapes offer crucial insights into the harsh realities disabled individuals face. 

7. Discrimination is prevalent in North Korea and deeply engrained into societal attitudes due to the idolisation of physical strength and productivity as vital to the nation’s ideological and economic vitality. Such social discrimination includes the use of derogatory language, and the general attitude that persons with disabilities should be kept hidden from the public.[footnoteRef:1] These cultural viewpoints exacerbate the stigmatisation and marginalisation of disabled individuals: disabled persons are seen as failing to contribute to the regime’s vision of collective strength and self-reliance.  [1:  Daily North Korea, Disability in North Korea: Stigma Persists despite Official Efforts, (9 July 2024), https://dailynk.com/english/disability-in-n-korea-stigma-persists-despite-official-efforts. ] 


8. This harmful position towards persons with disabilities is also demonstrated through systemic isolation curated by the North Korean government. In 2003, the Presidium of the Supreme People’s Assembly passed the Law of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea on the Protection of Persons with Disabilities. 

9. Whilst the law contains six chapters on caring for disabled persons – including rehabilitation, cultural life, education, and labour – the statues of the law have not been implemented.[footnoteRef:2] Instead, people with disabilities and their family continue to be outcasted in every aspect of everyday life. 
 [2:  Katharina Zellweger, People with Disabilities in a Changing North Korea, (March 2014), https://fsi-live.s3.us-west-1.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/Zellweger_Disabilities_DPRK_web.pdf. ] 

10. North Korea’s capital, Pyongyang, is the main window available in viewing conditions in the state, yet it remains an inaccurate reflection of the living standards for the majority population. Pyongyang is where North Korean’s elites reside. These elites – such as political idols, military families and the rich – have access to the best housing and schools, get first access to food and medical supplies, and receive special treatment that persons with disabilities are never given the chance to have. 

11. Whilst the elite is made up of one or two million people, the remainder of the roughly 26 M persons population is secluded in rural and impoverished areas outside the main cities. Thus, there remains not only ideological barriers to the integration of disabled persons in public life, but also heavy geo-economic limits as well.

12. A statement from a North Korean defector, Lee Aeran reveals that if a child is born with a disability the whole family is banished from the capital city and forced to relocate to rural areas which are unable to provide for their special needs.[footnoteRef:3] This practice not only strips these families of better opportunities and services but also puts them through severe hardships. This reveals the regime’s prioritization of image over the well-being of its citizens, especially the most vulnerable.
 [3:  Radio Free Asia, Disabled in North Korea Confined to Homes, Expelled from Capital, (13 June 2007), https://rfa.org/english/korea/nkorea_disabled-20070613.html. ] 

	Considering the extreme systemic discrimination individuals and families of persons with disabilities face from the beginning moments of their lives, we urge the Committee to:

(1) Ask the State party what steps it has taken, or will take in the future, to promote the de facto integration of persons with disabilities through the 2003 Law on the Protection of Persons with Disabilities; and
(2) Emphasise, in its concluding observations, the vitality of providing investment in infrastructure for rural and impoverished areas to ensure proper levels of education, healthcare, and nutritional needs are met.
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13. Systemic neglect is further demonstrated with the inequitable limitations regarding education, labour, and travel directed towards persons with disabilities. As expressed in a speech by Hyosim Maeng, a North Korean escapee, persons with disabilities are not allowed to attend university.[footnoteRef:4]
 [4:  The Geneva Summit for Human Rights and Democracy, The Life of the Disabled in North Korea, (19 May 2024), https://genevasummit.org/speech/the-life-of-the-disabled-in-north-korea. ] 

14. This act of discrimination along with others makes it nearly impossible for persons with disabilities to find a job and therefore limits their opportunity to support themselves or the State’s economy. Without access to public services, persons with disabilities are continuously denied prospects of change.

15. Indeed, the State party’s denial towards education undermines Article 21 as well, which declares that “[p]ersons with disabilities are not excluded from the general education system on the basis of disability”.

16. Persons with disabilities are not prioritised in the education or medical field, most often leaving people to fend for themselves without the proper care they need. Following an accident that left him without a hand and a foot, defector Ji Seong-ho sought medical help for his life-changing injury. When asked how his treatment went, Seong-ho states: “[m]y treatment lasted for around 10 months, but there was no follow-up rehabilitation. I would have infections”.[footnoteRef:5]
 [5:  Ji Seong-ho’s Opinion in The Guardian, Living with Disability in North Korea, (30 December 2014), https://theguardian.com/world/2014/dec/30/-sp-living-with-disability-north-korea. ] 

17. Defector Hyosim Maeng recounts growing up with her mother who was disabled. She discusses how she had never seen a wheelchair in public before, and the only medical assistance available was for her father to carry her mother on his back.[footnoteRef:6]
 [6:  The Geneva Summit for Human Rights and Democracy.] 

18. Maeng recalls a moment when her mother needed medical attention and was not provided with the free healthcare that was falsely advertised by the government. After selling almost everything they owned, her mother was finally able to get the surgery she needed. To conclude this experience, Maeng states: “The North Korean government tells the whole world that medical care is free. North Koreans know that they must pay for medical care”.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Ibid.] 


19. There instances exemplify countless examples of not only discrimination, but of false notions being used against citizens as well. To achieve the equality the Convention aims to bring into fruition, it is vital for the State party to begin with providing equal access to public services.

	In light of this information, the Centre kindly urges the Committee to ask the North Korean government to create provisions to the state that allow persons with disabilities equal rights to education, healthcare, and travel to realise the Convention’s standards.
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20. Disabled people in North Korea are suffering with severe human rights violations everyday within political prison camps. Reportedly, about 8% of the inmates in the Susong Political Prison Camp are disabled; however, this percentage is likely to be much higher since unregistered persons with disabilities are not counted.[footnoteRef:8] Conditions are so poor that people often become disabled because of the poor working environments or by beatings from the camp administrators in the prisons.  [8:  Mun Dong Hui in Daily North Korea, Hell on Earth: Disabled Prisoners Suffer in North Korea’s Brutal Camps, (11 July 2024), https://dailynk.com/english/hell-on-earth-disabled-prisoners-suffer-in-n-koreas-brutal-camps/. ] 

21. In such camps, segregation is strictly enforced, with individuals separated based on their disabilities. The extreme neglect and abuse they endure are underscored with reports of “death rooms,” where sick and disabled prisoners are left without medical care. These practices also undermine principles of Article 16 of the Convention, which mandates protection from all forms of violence, exploitation, and abuse. 

22. Women and children with disabilities in particular face extreme mistreatment due to their compounded marginalisation. Reports of forced births and abortions exemplify the severity of this mistreatment. Severe systemic discrimination is backed up with widespread reports of infanticide of newborns with disabilities, described as an effort to purify bloodlines.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Charlotte Lozier Institute, UN Report Details Infanticide, Forced Abortion, and Other Horrific Human Rights Abuses in North Korea, (20 February 2014), https://lozierinstitute.org/un-report-details-infanticide-forced-abortion-and-other-horrific-human-rights-abuses-in-north-korea. ] 


23. There are also reports that those with conditions like dwarfism and intellectual disabilities are particularly targeted for forced sterilisation and isolation, often under the false appearance of medical treatments.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Jae-Chun Won et al. at the University of Baltimore School of Law, Disability, Repressive Regimes, and Health Disparity: Assessing Country Conditions in North Korea, (2014), https://scholarworks.law.ubalt.edu/fac_articles/14. ] 


	The Committee should further investigate the mistreatment of women and disabled persons in these contexts and urge North Korea to alter their infrastructure to eradicate the abuse of women and disabled persons in political prison camps and to provide proper medical care for all. 
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24. The severity of these conditions is often hidden by the North Korean government’s propaganda, which portrays a misleading image of care and inclusivity for disabled individuals. Despite legislative efforts, such as the 2003 Disability Protection Law and participation in the 2012 London Paralympics, North Korea’s actions towards people with disabilities appear heavily disingenuous. 

25. An example occurred where state media released images of disabled athletes winning medals at a sporting event for people with disabilities. However, residents, especially those with disabilities, were outraged by this false propaganda as many disabled individuals lack access to essential items, such as artificial limbs.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Daily North Korea, North Korean Paralympians Used for Propaganda, (29 January 2018), https://dailynk.com/english/north-korean-paralympians-used-for/. ] 


26. This exploitation aims to garner international sympathy and support, yet North Korea fails to implement the actual changes to do so. These measures are seen as attempts to mask severe human rights abuses rather than genuine efforts to improve the lives of disabled individuals. 
27. [bookmark: _Toc202178983]Whilst North Korea has made implementations that have the appearance of helping disabled people, most efforts have turned out to be disingenuous, with a larger focus on public image rather than real progress.

	In the concluding observations, specifically under Section 3A: “General principles and obligations”, the Committee should note the illusive façade which the State party utilises to tout their advancement towards implementation of the Convention. 

In contrast to grandeur showings of advancement, de facto implementation of the Convention’s principles remains minimal. It is vital for the State party to begin taking genuine interest and effort in improving the Convention’s aims, which will help foster a more inclusive nation for all.



Conclusion
28. In conclusion, the human rights situation in North Korea for persons with disabilities remains a significant concern. The Centre hopes the Committee has found this information useful and will incorporate these findings in its concluding observations.

29. In particular, the Committee should focus its dialogue with North Korea on the extreme systemic discrimination, segregation, and abuse towards persons with disabilities starting at conception. People with disabilities are rarely given the opportunity to survive, and their lives, if they do, are met with continuous mistreatment and inequality. 

30. North Korea must be held accountable for these abuses and there should be advocation for genuine reforms, such as increasing international observation, providing targeted humanitarian aid, and fostering dialogue for internal reforms. 

31. These issues undermine the core of the Convention for North Korean civil society and pose a substantial obstacle to inclusive democracy. Addressing them is crucial to ensuring that people with disabilities can fully exercise their political rights and contribute to the democratic process. We hope these concerns will be addressed to build a more inclusive and equitable future for all.

32. This submission may be published on the OHCHR website or any other sites necessary for the advancement of shared knowledge. For any enquiries regarding this submission, please contact the primary author of this report: 
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