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United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
33rd Session (11-29 August 2025)
DEMOCRATIC PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF KOREA

Joint shadow report

4 July 2025
The Database Center for North Korean Human Rights (NKDB) has worked for over two decades by conducting interviews with North Korean escapees and recording and archiving human rights violations that have happened in the DPRK. As of 2024, the NKDB Unified Human Rights Database has documented 87,317 cases of human rights violations and information on 56,252 individuals including victims, perpetrators, and witnesses related to these cases.
The International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH) is an international human rights NGO that unites about 200 member organizations worldwide. Since its foundation in 1922, FIDH has been defending all civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights set out in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR).
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Introduction
The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea’s (DPRK’s) ratification of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) in 2016 marked a significant milestone in the government’s commitment to human rights. Following ratification, the government hosted a visit by the Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 2017 and accepted eight disability-related recommendations during the third Universal Periodic Review (UPR) in 2019 and 19 recommendations in the fourth UPR in 2024, respectively. Despite these positive steps and the adoption of a number of relevant laws and policies, the testimonies of 70 North Korean escapees who lived in and left the DPRK between 2016 and 2023 and presentations by subject matter experts suggest persistent gaps in implementation of the Convention’s provisions, particularly in the areas of social inclusion, access to education, health services, and protection from discrimination.
Articles 1–4: General obligations
The DPRK ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) in December 2016, having signed it in July 2013. By doing so, the DPRK was obliged to adopt all appropriate legislative, administrative, and other measures to give effect to the rights enshrined in the Convention, and to take action to modify or abolish laws, policies, and practices that constitute discrimination against persons with disabilities.
Although the DPRK enacted the Act on the Protection of Persons with Disabilities in 2003 and amended it in 2013, these legislative measures must be examined within the broader legal and political context. The DPRK functions as a rule-by-law rather than rule-of-law state, whereby legal instruments are employed to present an image of compliance with international obligations, rather than to actually safeguard the rights of individuals. Accordingly, despite the formal expansion of the legislative framework, substantial implementation remains elusive.
The Act fails to enshrine key civil and political rights for persons with disabilities and does not provide explicit anti-discrimination provisions or enforceable legal protections. NKDB’s documentation indicates that this legislative deficiency permits ongoing and systematic rights violations, including the exclusion, forced relocation, and institutionalization of individuals with visible or non-visible disabilities, particularly those with intellectual or psychosocial disabilities. In the absence of independent monitoring bodies, effective complaint mechanisms, or access to remedies, the DPRK’s legal provisions remain largely declaratory and ineffective.
Article 5: Equality and non-discrimination
The DPRK has formally committed to ensuring equality and non-discrimination under the Convention. However, the implementation of these principles remains highly selective, inconsistent, and deeply influenced by political loyalty. The state’s approach to disability rights is stratified and politicized, offering support primarily to individuals with physical impairments, in particular, disabled veterans known as “yeongye-gunin,” who are portrayed as loyal and productive citizens in service of the state. These individuals often benefit from access to employment in designated “disabled veterans’ factories,” reduced labour burdens, and in some cases, preferential provision of food and basic resources.
Crucially, when North Koreans are asked about persons with disabilities, the overwhelming majority think only of disabled veterans. This limited public understanding reflects both state propaganda and the reality that persons with other forms of disability, especially intellectual, congenital, or psychosocial disabilities, are hidden from view, excluded from public life, or institutionalized. As a result, while disabled veterans may receive state support, other persons with disabilities remain largely invisible, marginalized, and unprotected. The benefits extended to veterans are not reflective of a comprehensive disability rights framework, but rather a system of conditional recognition based on political and military loyalty, effectively creating a two-tiered disability system that runs counter to the principles of equality and non-discrimination enshrined in the CRPD.
This loyalty-based model of support stands in contradiction to the CRPD’s principle of universal and unconditional rights. Persons with congenital disabilities, intellectual disabilities, or psychosocial impairments face exclusion and profound social stigma. Testimonies from North Korean escapees reveal that these individuals are often hidden by their families, denied educational opportunities, and, in extreme cases, sent to state-run institutions in remote areas, such as “Number 49” facilities, where they are cut off from society. Those with psychosocial disabilities are derogatorily labeled as “Number 49 Subjects,” a term that reflects both social ostracization and a lack of legal or social recognition of their rights.
Additionally, discrimination manifests in mobility restrictions against certain persons with physical disabilities, particularly individuals with dwarfism. These individuals are reported to be forcibly relocated to remote and isolated areas, such as Kimhyongjik County, Ryanggang Province, on the DPRK-China border, and prohibited from leaving or participating in mainstream educational or economic life. This practice of geographic and social isolation amounts to state-sanctioned discrimination, based solely on physical appearance and capacity.
Widespread lack of public awareness and understanding about the diversity of disabilities further compounds inequality. Most North Koreans surveyed by NKDB reported limited or no interaction with people with disabilities in their communities, suggesting that state policies and social norms work together to keep these individuals invisible and marginalized. Even where disability rights are referenced in law or policy, they are often addressed in vague or generic terms, failing to account for the specific needs and experiences of different disability groups.
This systemic discrimination is not only deeply entrenched in societal attitudes, but also reinforced through policy and practice, including the continued exclusion of persons with disabilities from higher education, formal employment, and public life. In this environment, legal guarantees of equality ring hollow without substantive, inclusive reforms that dismantle these discriminatory structures.
Article 8: Awareness-raising
While the DPRK has made visible efforts to promote the rights of persons with disabilities through state media and platforms such as the “Huimang” website, these portrayals are heavily choreographed and focus almost exclusively on persons with physical disabilities—particularly athletes and artists with visual or auditory impairments. These narratives emphasize perseverance and loyalty to the state, reinforcing state-sanctioned ideals of productivity and patriotism rather than reflecting the full diversity and lived experiences of the disability community. Notably, the Huimang website is only accessible via the internet, not the domestic intranet, indicating that these portrayals are intended primarily for foreign audiences to project a positive image of the state’s disability policies.
The vast majority of the North Korean population does not have access to the global internet, and connectivity is strictly limited and monitored. Only a small elite, primarily in the capital and linked to the state are granted such privileges. Most citizens are restricted to a closed domestic intranet (Kwangmyong), which itself offers limited, heavily censored content. For persons with disabilities, especially those outside urban centers or without strong institutional support, this digital divide is even more pronounced. The lack of accessible information, communication tools, and online services further entrenches their isolation and exclusion. Without meaningful access to digital platforms, persons with disabilities in the DPRK are effectively cut off from resources, peer support networks, and international developments related to disability rights. This exacerbates existing inequalities and undermines any claim that the state is fostering inclusive awareness or participation in public life.
Although the government has reported that it conducts disability awareness campaigns through national media and commemorative events, these efforts have not translated into broader societal understanding. Surveys conducted by NKDB with North Korean escapees revealed a widespread absence of interaction with or knowledge of persons with disabilities, often stating that disabled individuals were “gathered in other places” or hidden from view. The continued absence of people with disabilities in everyday public life illustrates the ineffectiveness of awareness campaigns in altering public perceptions.
Articles 9, 19, 20: Accessibility, living independently, and mobility
Accessibility remains a major challenge for persons with disabilities in the DPRK. The vast majority of public buildings, transportation systems, and medical institutions lack basic arrangements, such as ramps, elevators, tactile signage, or accessible toilets. These structural barriers prevent persons with disabilities from entering schools, workplaces, government offices, or healthcare facilities, severely restricting their participation in public life.
Under Article 19 of the Convention, states parties are obligated to ensure that persons with disabilities can live independently and be included in the community, with access to the same range of services and facilities as others. In the DPRK, however, the lack of accessible infrastructure, compounded by stigma and social exclusion, significantly undermines the ability of persons with disabilities to exercise autonomy or engage with their communities. Many are relegated to the care of family members or placed in segregated institutions with limited oversight or support.
Article 20 of the Convention emphasizes the importance of personal mobility, including access to affordable assistive technologies and mobility aids. In the DPRK, the availability of such devices, including wheelchairs, hearing aids, prosthetics, or white canes, is extremely limited. Individuals must often obtain these items through informal markets or with personal funds, which places a disproportionate burden on those already facing economic hardship.
These challenges were further exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic and the government’s subsequent lockdown measures. In addition to sealing its international borders, the government imposed severe restrictions on internal movement between provinces, reportedly requiring special permits to travel, even for medical or caregiving purposes. These restrictions significantly curtailed the already limited mobility of persons with disabilities, cutting them off from essential services and support networks. Access to rehabilitative care, assistive devices, or community-based support became even more difficult during this period, further isolating those in rural or marginalized areas. Reports also indicate that the government’s pandemic response lacked inclusive planning, with no apparent efforts made to ensure that emergency information or services were accessible to persons with disabilities.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Human Rights Watch, “A Sense of Terror Stronger than a Bullet” -The Closing of North Korea 2018–2023, 7 March 2024; Center for Strategic and International Studies, Behind Shuttered Borders: A View into North Korea’s Covid-19 Experiences, 17 June 2025] 

Articles 12–13: Equal recognition before the law and access to justice
The government has failed to respect the formal commitments it made under international human rights mechanisms to uphold the right to equal recognition before the law and to ensure access to justice for all persons, including those with disabilities. For example, during the third and fourth UPR cycles, the government accepted recommendations to guarantee fair and independent rulings in its judicial system.
Though the Criminal Procedure Act was amended in 2022 to include references to “assigned defense counsel” and “public defense counsel,” NKDB’s research reveals that these changes have been largely theoretical. An overwhelming 95% of North Korean escapees surveyed reported they had no awareness of the right to legal representation, and only a small minority of those with legal experience inside the DPRK reported any knowledge of defense rights. Even among this minority, it was explained that legal documentation is often prepared after arrests or sentencing, rather than in adherence to due process. In practice, lawyers are regarded as symbolic figures without authority or function, rather than independent actors working to defend individual rights.
This situation gravely affects access to justice for all North Koreans, and even more so for persons with disabilities, who may face added stigma and barriers to legal literacy, mobility, or advocacy. There is no publicly available evidence that persons with disabilities, particularly those with psychosocial or intellectual disabilities, are recognized as having legal capacity on an equal basis with others. The invisibility of such groups in both legislation and public discourse raises serious concerns about whether they are even recognized as rights-holders before the DPRK’s law.
The government has also claimed that individuals can petition or appeal to local government institutions through established channels, such as “opinion boxes” or public service suggestion systems. However, there is no publicly verifiable evidence to confirm that such mechanisms provide meaningful access to justice or are accessible to persons with disabilities. In reality, persons with psychosocial disabilities are often excluded from public spaces altogether, and those with visible or congenital impairments may be institutionalized or forcibly relocated, making engagement with the justice system virtually impossible.
Moreover, access to justice is not simply a procedural right but a foundational guarantee for the realization of all other rights. Without effective legal pathways to challenge discrimination, exclusion, or abuse, persons with disabilities in the DPRK remain trapped in a cycle of invisibility and neglect. This is particularly concerning given the severity of punishments in the DPRK, including capital punishment, long-term detention, and forced labor—all of which have been documented as being administered without due process and without access to defense counsel.
Articles 24-25: Education and health
Testimonies from North Korean escapees contradict government claims of equitable access to education. Children with disabilities are often excluded from school, either due to societal stigma or systemic barriers, such as mandatory physical fitness exams for high school or university entrance. While the government asserts that specialized schools exist for students with visual and auditory impairments, inclusive education for those with intellectual or multiple disabilities is effectively non-existent.
Despite formal commitments to health equity, persons with disabilities in the DPRK face significant barriers in accessing medical care and rehabilitation services. Testimonies from North Korean escapees reveal that special medical facilities for people with disabilities are scarce and primarily concentrated in the DPRK’s capital city, Pyongyang, leaving those in rural or remote areas without adequate support. Assistive devices, such as hearing aids, wheelchairs, and glasses, are largely unavailable or must be purchased with personal funds in informal markets.
These barriers were likely exacerbated during the COVID-19 pandemic. The government’s draconian and prolonged border closures have severely hindered humanitarian access to the country since early 2020. As a result, the already-limited access to essential health services for persons with disabilities has likely deteriorated further. The full extent of the pandemic’s impact remains unknown due to the country’s near-total lack of transparency. However, in a system already marked by medical scarcity, geographic inequities, and political selectivity, it is highly likely that persons with disabilities were disproportionately affected, particularly those requiring continuous access to medication, rehabilitation, or support services.
Article 33 - National implementation and monitoring
There is no evidence that the government has meaningfully engaged with independent representative organizations of persons with disabilities—commonly referred to as organizations of persons with disabilities (OPDs) or DPOs—in any of its disability-related policymaking or monitoring processes.
This situation represents a serious violation of Articles 4(3) and 33(3) of the CRPD. It undermines the principles of participation, accountability, and inclusion, and effectively silences the voices of persons with disabilities in the DPRK.
The CRPD emphasizes the obligation of states parties to closely consult with and actively involve persons with disabilities through their “representative organizations” in the development, implementation, and monitoring of legislation and policies that affect them (Article 4(3)), and to ensure their full participation in national monitoring frameworks (Article 33(3)). The Committee has clarified in General Comment No. 7 that OPDs must be led, directed, and governed by persons with disabilities themselves, and must operate independently from government interference or control.
In the case of the DPRK, the Korean Federation for the Protection of the Disabled (KFPD) is presented as the central organization representing persons with disabilities. However, credible sources, including testimonies from escapees and international observers, indicate that the KFPD is a state-created and state-controlled entity. The organization lacks the structural independence, representative legitimacy, and decision-making autonomy required under the CRPD and outlined in General Comment No. 7. It functions more as a public relations tool to project international compliance than as a platform for advocacy or rights-claiming. It is not known to have democratic membership processes, nor does it allow for pluralistic views or grassroots representation from the broader disability community. In addition, KFPD’s activities are tightly aligned with state propaganda goals.
Conclusion and recommendations
While the government has made public commitments to uphold the rights of persons with disabilities under the CRPD, the practical implementation of these commitments remains deeply flawed and highly selective. The rights of persons with disabilities are often conditional on loyalty to the state, and inclusive practices remain limited to a small number of highly controlled environments.
The Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities should urge the government to:
· Revise the Act on the Protection of Persons with Disabilities and related legislation to fully align with the human rights-based approach to disability, ensuring explicit protections for all persons with disabilities, including those with intellectual and psychosocial impairments.
· Cease the use of the Korean Federation for the Protection of the Disabled (KFPD) as a proxy for civil society engagement and create enabling conditions for the emergence of independent representative organizations of persons with disabilities (OPDs), and to guarantee their meaningful participation in all areas of public life and in the implementation and monitoring of the CRPD.
· Establish an independent monitoring framework for the implementation of the CRPD, with the full and effective participation of persons with disabilities and their representative organizations.
· Cease the practice of forced relocation and institutionalization of persons with disabilities, particularly individuals with dwarfism or psychosocial disabilities, and ensure their right to live and participate in their communities on an equal basis with others.
· Dismantle the two-tiered approach to disability rights, which privileges disabled veterans while excluding others, and ensure that rights and services are provided without discrimination to all persons with disabilities regardless of political or military background.
· Launch nationwide, inclusive awareness campaigns aimed at reducing stigma and discrimination, informed by international best practices and rooted in community-based inclusion.
· Ensure that awareness-raising campaigns include the voices and representation of persons with all types of disabilities, and are disseminated widely on the DPRK’s domestic intranet.
· Lift restrictions on the flow of information to allow persons with disabilities and their representative organizations to access and share information freely, including through the internet, radio, and television, in accessible formats.
· Ensure the availability and accessibility of disability rights information, including the CRPD and national laws, in plain language, Braille, sign language, and other alternative formats tailored to persons with various disabilities.
· Allow independent civil society organizations, including those led by persons with disabilities, to operate freely and disseminate information and advocacy materials related to the rights of persons with disabilities.
· Ensure national standards of accessibility for persons with disabilities are adopted, implemented, and enforced in all public infrastructure, transportation systems, and service facilities, including schools and hospitals.
· Lift internal movement restrictions that disproportionately affect persons with disabilities and ensure that pandemic or emergency responses include inclusive mobility planning.
· Recognize the legal capacity of all persons with disabilities on an equal basis with others, and implement supported decision-making mechanisms where necessary.
· Guarantee access to justice through the provision of accessible legal services, trained personnel, and the removal of barriers to legal recourse for persons with disabilities.
· Prohibit arbitrary confinement and ensure that no persons with disabilities are detained, institutionalized, or subjected to treatment without their free and informed consent.
· Implement and enforce inclusive education policies at all levels of the education system, including the removal of discriminatory physical fitness or health-related entrance requirements at the secondary and tertiary levels.
· Develop training programs for educators on inclusive pedagogy, and ensure that learning materials, facilities, and classrooms are accessible to students with diverse disabilities.
· Guarantee access to health services, rehabilitation centers, and assistive devices for persons with disabilities in all regions of the country, including remote and marginalized communities.
· Ensure that health professionals receive training on disability rights and non-discrimination, and that healthcare information is accessible to persons with disabilities.
· Promote inclusive workplace policies, provide reasonable accommodations, and offer vocational training programs tailored to persons with varying types of disabilities.
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