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Abstract 
 

A Study on the EU's Aid Policy towards the DPRK:  

1995-2005 

 

Jeehyun Song 

International Cooperation Major 

Graduate School of International Studies 

Seoul National University 

  

 This thesis explores the European Union’s aid policy towards the 

DPRK (Democratic People’s Republic of Korea) focusing on the period 

from 1995 until 2005. Considering the fact that the EU is not a member of 

the six-party talks on North Korea’s nuclear program, it does not have direct 

security concerns with the Korean peninsula. Therefore, the Korean 

peninsula has been relatively peripheral to its strategic interests. However, 

the EU has been one of the biggest donors in providing humanitarian aid to 

North Korea in the past, emphasizing norms such as human rights and 

freedom. Furthermore, it has shown a steady interest in strengthening 



ii 

economic ties with North Korea. This thesis analyzes what progress the 

European Union has made in the area of aid assistance to North Korea 

during the period of 1995 until 2005. It also focuses on the reasons why the 

EU provided aid assistance to North Korea despite unsolved nuclear issues 

and despite the EU not being a six party talk member. 

 By an application of Rights-Based Approach (RBA) with 

development and human rights in North Korea, this thesis argues that the 

EU’s strategies and motives behind its engagement towards the Korean 

peninsula are strongly related with the purpose of increasing its political 

power in Northeast Asia and traditional emphasis on human rights. 

 Therefore, this thesis finds that the EU’s aid approach has rooted in 

its stance on drawing a line between political, security and humanitarian 

issues and treating them separately. It also leads to the conclusion that the 

EU’s aid assistance towards North Korea has been successful in terms of 

maintaining bilateral dialogues and relations. Furthermore, since the EU and 

North Korea’s diplomatic ties started with the precondition of agreements 

for political and human rights dialogues, the EU continues to put great value 

and importance on sustaining these channels as well. Along with other 

European NGOs, it also perceives the humanitarian crisis and persistent 
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food problems in North Korea as global concerns and provides aid 

assistance until today.  
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I. Introduction 

a. Background of Research 

 

 As Asian countries showed a remarkable political and economic 

rise in 1990s, the European Union started to show growing interest to 

improve economic ties. In particular, the EU intended to intervene in North 

Korea’s problem to strengthen its political and diplomatic influence in the 

international arena.1 Therefore in this thesis, I want to explain and introduce 

the aid policies of the EU towards North Korea, including its political 

interests. Moreover, I want to elaborate on the EU’s motive for increased 

involvement in North Korea despite its relatively remote geographic 

location.  

This thesis attempts to analyze the European Union’s aid policy 

towards DPRK from the period of 1995 until 2005. The economic decline of 

                                    
1 Park, Chae-Bok. (2002). EU`s Policy towards North-Korea and the Influence of 

the Korean Peninsula. 國際政治論叢 (Korean Journal of International Relations), 
pp.168-170. 
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North Korea (Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, DPRK) provided the 

context for the onset of famine and later combined with disastrous floods 

which eventually developed into an acute crisis from 1994 reaching until 

1997.2 During this period, major fuel sources as well as crop reserves were 

destroyed and resulted in human casualties. 3  The United Nations 

humanitarian agencies including WHO (World Health Organization), FAO 

(Food and Agriculture Organization), UNICEF (United Nations Children's 

Fund) and WFP (World Food Programme) representatives made their first 

assessment visit in August 1995.4  Based on the followed works, initial 

reports identified widespread malnutrition from which marginalized people 

such as children suffered severely. To ease its severe famine and poverty, 

North Korea has been supported not only by UN organizations, agencies 

                                    
2Smith, Hazel. (2005). Hungry for Peace: International Security, Humanitarian 

Assistance, and Social Change in North Korea. United States Institute of Peace 
Press, pp.66-74. 

3 Ibid. 

4 UN Department of Humanitarian Affairs, Consolidated UN interagency Appeal, 
1997; (accessed Nov. 7, 2012) available from 
http://reliefweb.int/report/democratic-peoples-republic-korea/un-consolidated-
inter-agency-appeal-democratic-peoples  
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and NGOs but also the European Union. The aid mainly consisted of food 

and humanitarian aid, with consideration to North Korea's serious situation.5  

North Korean officials were skeptical of outsiders and strictly 

limited activities of humanitarian agencies, which made the relationship 

very challenging and difficult. North Korea announced in September 2005 

that it would not accept further humanitarian aid from international donors, 

yet only development assistance.6 By the end of 2005, North Korea had 

terminated most humanitarian activities by force because it was concerned 

about the increasing outflow of information of the country through foreign 

aid workers and their activities. As a consequence, many NGOs and 

international organizations had to stop their operations and WFP aid 

dropped significantly.7  

                                    
5Smith, Hazel. (2005). Hungry for Peace: International Security, Humanitarian 

Assistance, and Social Change in North Korea. United States Institute of Peace 
Press, pp.106-113. 

6 Ireson, Randall. (2006). Food Security in North Korea: Designing Realistic 
Possibilities. The Walter H. Shorenstein Asia-Pacific Research Center, pp.2-4. 

7  Haggard, Stephen and Noland, Marcus. (2007). Famine in North Korea: 
Markets, Aid, and Reform. Columbia University Press, p.233. 
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 Despite much international effort to enhance the situation in North 

Korea, the government of Republic of Korea has faced criticism for not 

having a consistent long-term strategy regarding developmental support to 

North Korea by South Korean NGOs such as the Korea NGO Council for 

Cooperation with North Korea and Korean Sharing Movement.8 As the 

cold-war regime has not yet been dissolved in the Korean peninsula, the 

mechanism of 'politicization of aids' has worked incessantly in inter-Korean 

relations.9 Furthermore, since governmental aid projects are big in scale and 

their costs are supplied by South Korean tax payers, they are vulnerable to 

political and military issues.10 With regards to the series of continuous 

military threats and provocations by North Korea, the South Korean 

                                    
8 Discussion paper from Korea NGO Council for Cooperation with North Korea, 

(accessed Nov. 12, 2012) available from http://www.kncck.or.kr/board.php? 
var=view&code=sub_0301&category1=&category2=&page=2&number=61&keyfi
eld=&key= 

9 Lee, Jong-Moo. (2009). The History of South Korean Aid to DPRK and its 
Transition to Development Assistance: Aid to DPRK in the Context of the Inter-
Korean Relationship, presented at the 2009 International Conference on 
Humanitarian and Development Assistance to DPRK, Korea Institute for National 
Unification. p.125.  

10 Ibid. 
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government could not disregard those serious factors in providing aid 

assistance. Various actors including state governments, international 

organizations and NGOs, have critically observed aid. Finally, I will 

elaborate on and analyze the limitations of the EU’s aid policy with 

reference to its power in East Asia in this thesis.   

 The EU has been able to sustain continuous dialogues and aid 

channels to North Korea, even at times when North Korea was severely 

blamed as ‘the axis of evil’ by former U.S. President George W. Bush in 

2002. 11  Since the EU fundamentally supports an atmosphere of 

reconciliation and peace on the Korean peninsula, there also have been 

views of anticipation on its possible role of replacing the United States in 

terms of DPRK relations.12  

 

                                    
11 State of the Union Address by former U.S. President George W. Bush on 

January 29, 2002; (accessed Nov. 8, 2012) available from 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu /ws/index.php?pid=29644 

12 Kim, Hak-Sung. (2001). EU involvement in the Korean Question: Background 
and Implications. East Asian Review, 13(2), p.40. 
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b. Research Question 

 Since previous studies and examinations on EU’s aid assistance 

towards North Korea appear to be relatively rare compared to that of 

individual states, my aim is to analyze the progress the EU has made in that 

area from 1995 until 2005, the period of ten years where numerous aid 

efforts have been carried out despite North Korea’s uncooperative stance.  

 In this thesis, I want to begin with the history of political relations 

of the EU and North Korea. Firstly, I want to start from the question of why 

the EU became so interested in the Korean peninsula, and which aid 

strategies and policy it applied towards North Korea. Furthermore, the 

issues surrounding North Korea and the Korean peninsula are not perceived 

as direct threats to the EU as well.  

 This thesis addresses the following research question. ‘Even though 

the European Union has no direct security concerns with Korea, what 

progress has the European Union made in the area of aid assistance to North 

Korea during the period of 1995 until 2005? Why did it continue with 

providing humanitarian aid to North Korea while other countries 

dramatically cut down the aid in response to the nuclear crisis? Moreover, in 
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comparison with the aid provided by the United States, what are the striking 

and distinctive characteristics of EU’s humanitarian assistance?’ 

 Furthermore, this thesis is a deductive research which relies on 

previous studies related to North Korea and its relations with EU. Starting 

from the history of their relations, this thesis will also utilize journal articles, 

academic papers, books and official statements that show the involvement 

of the EU’s with North Korea. Therefore, this thesis will analyze the 

progress of EU’s aid policy from the specific period of 1995-2005, when aid 

cooperation was at its most active stage. In addition, I would like to 

highlight that EU’s aid policies towards the DPRK have focused on raising 

awareness and protection of human rights in international society.  
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c. Literature Review  

Previous studies on the European Union’s policy towards the DPRK 

show that it is in accordance with the U.S. stance with regards to the nuclear 

problem. 13  However, despite expressed interest of the EU towards the 

Korean peninsula, its role in solving Korean issues has been restricted. Its 

engagement on the Korean peninsula is limited due to its relative weakness 

in military and security affairs vis-à-vis the United States.14  

 Therefore, with regard to DPRK’s nuclear problem, the EU fully 

supports the United States without any disagreements or different 

opinions.15 Also, Chae-Bok Park16 claims that the EU has played its role as 

                                    
13 Park, Chae-Bok. (2006). EU-DPRK Relation's Change and Prospect: From 

Mediator to Cooperator. Unification Research(統一問題硏究), The Institute for 

Peace Affairs, pp.265-276.   

14 Lee, Jae-Seung. (2002). EU’s policy toward the Korean peninsula, Foreign 
Security Research. Korea National Diplomatic Academy, Vol. 4, pp. 244-245. 

15  Berkofsky, Axel. (2003).‘EU’s Policy towards the DPRK- Engagement or 
Standstill?’ European Institute for Asian Studies, p.29.   
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an active mediator in the Korean peninsula trying to ‘raise their profiles in 

the global society’. Furthermore, as Ruediger Frank argues, since the EU 

and its member countries have solid economic ties to South Korea in areas 

such as trade and FDI (Foreign Direct Investment), it is no surprise that the 

EU shows attention and security towards the Korean peninsula.17   

 The European Union has a remarkably different perspective on 

giving aid to North Korea. The EU started its various assistance programs 

and cooperation activities since 1995. Since then until 2005, approximately 

$560 million in aid (including KEDO fees) has been provided in the form of 

food aid, medical, water and sanitation assistance and agricultural support.18 

Activities were mainly oriented towards support for the agricultural sector 

and financed under the Food Security Thematic Programme of the 

                                                                                         
 16 Park, Chae-Bok. (2006). EU-DPRK Relation's Change and Prospect: From 
Mediator to Cooperator. Unification Research(統一問題硏究), The Institute for 
Peace Affairs, pp. 265-276.  

17  Frank, Ruediger. (2002). EU-North Korean Relations: No Effort Without 
Reason. International Journal of Korean Unification Studies, Korea Institute of 
National Unification, p. 89.  

18 Schmidt, H. J. (2006). Peace on the Korean Peninsula: what can the EU 
contribute to the six-party process? Peace Research Institute Frankfurt, pp.8-10. 
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Development Cooperation Instrument. 19  In addition, there have been 

occasional small-scale knowledge-sharing events intended to promote 

dialogue on issues such as modernization of economic policies. In 

comparison, since 1995, the United States has provided over $1 billion in 

foreign assistance to DPRK. About 60% has taken the form of food aid and 

about 40% was energy assistance channeled through the Korean Peninsula 

Energy Development Organization (KEDO).20  KEDO is the multilateral 

organization established in 1994 to provide energy aid in exchange for 

North Korea’s pledge to halt its existing nuclear program that year.21  

 In October 1994, the United States and the DPRK signed 

the Agreed Framework, under which the DPRK agreed to freeze and 

ultimately dismantle its nuclear program. The Agreed Framework intended 

and sought to resolve the serious issues arising from the DPRK nuclear 

                                    
19  EU website- EEAS/DPRK (accessed Nov. 7, 2012) available from 

http://www.eeas.europa.eu/korea_north/index_en.htm 

20  Manyin, Mark. (2008). U.S. Assistance to North Korea. CRS Report for 
Congress. (accessed Nov. 11, 2012) available from 
http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RS21834.pdf 

21 Ibid.  
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program. In return for the DPRK agreeing to freeze and ultimately dismantle 

its nuclear program, the United States agreed to the following actions22: 

 

 finance and construct in the DPRK two light-water reactors (LWR) 
of the Korean Standard Nuclear Power Plant model.  

 provide the DPRK with an alternative source of energy in the form 
of 500,000 metric tons of heavy fuel oil each year for heating and 
electricity production until the first of those reactors is completed. 

 conduct its activities in a manner that meets or exceeds international 
standards of nuclear safety and environmental protection;  

 provide the implementation of any other measures deemed necessary 
to accomplish the foregoing or otherwise to carry out the objective 
of the Agreed Framework. 

 

 In support of these goals, KEDO was established on March 9, 

1995.23 At that time Japan, the Republic of Korea (ROK), and the United 

States expressed their common desire to implement the key provisions of 

                                    
22 KEDO: Promoting Peace and Stability on the Korean Peninsula and beyond. 

Available at http://www.kedo.org; accessed on Oct. 11, 2012. 

23 Ibid. 
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the Agreed Framework and signed the Agreement on the Establishment of 

the Korean Peninsula Energy Development Organization (KEDO). As 

KEDO's founding members, these three countries constituted the 

Organization's Executive Board. However, KEDO's charter allowed for 

additional states and international organizations that support the purposes of 

the Organization and offer assistance, such as providing funds, goods, or 

services, to also become members of the Organization. Furthermore, the 

Establishment Agreement also allowed for expansion of the Executive 

Board on the basis of substantial and sustained support to the 

Organization.24  

 On September 19 in 1997, the EU joined KEDO with representation 

on KEDO's Executive Board for a term to offer its substantial and sustained 

support. In December 2001, the EU extended its membership in KEDO for 

another five years and increased its annual contribution from 15 to 20 

million Euros(€).25 The Czech Republic and Uzbekistan became members 

                                    
24 KEDO: Promoting Peace and Stability on the Korean Peninsula and beyond. 

Available at http://www.kedo.org ; accessed on Oct. 11, 2012. 

25 Ibid. 
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in 1999 and 2000, respectively. In addition to its member states, KEDO 

received material and financial support from nineteen other non-member 

contributing states such as the United Kingdom, Singapore, Finland, 

Australia, Netherlands, Norway, Hungary, Malaysia, Thailand, Brunei, 

Germany, Switzerland, Oman, Philippines, Greece, Argentina, Mexico, Peru 

and France.26  

 In the fall of 2004, the North Korean government began restricting 

the activities of many humanitarian activities, including some of those by 

the World Food Program (WFP). 27  In the following year, North Korea 

demanded that the WFP switch from food aid to development assistance and 

that all foreign personnel from private aid groups should leave.28 Mistrust, 

tension and the uncooperative stance of North Korean authorities already 

                                    
26 KEDO: Promoting Peace and Stability on the Korean Peninsula and beyond. 

Available at http://www.kedo.org ; accessed on Oct. 11, 2012. 

27 Smith, Hazel. (2005). Hungry for Peace: International Security, Humanitarian 
Assistance, and Social Change in North Korea. United States Institute of Peace 
Press, p.106. 

28 Smith, Hazel. (2005). Hungry for Peace: International Security, Humanitarian 
Assistance, and Social Change in North Korea. United States Institute of Peace 
Press, pp.106-108. 
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made working conditions for aid workers extremely difficult. According to 

the WFP’s resident representative in Pyongyang, Richard Ragan, the North 

Koreans ‘repeatedly stressed out that WFP’s monitoring is too excessive’.29 

As a consequence, the WFP suspended its operations in North Korea.30  

  

 In contrast to the United States, the European Union has adopted a 

different stance towards North Korea, including critical engagement while 

encouraging the regime to gradually change, and simultaneously focusing 

on human rights issues. Moreover, the EU has concentrated on providing 

enough assistance to enable the economic and social reforms that North 

Korea needs, as well as to solve the nuclear issue. Despite the fact that the 

EU is not a member of the six-party talks on North Korea’s nuclear program, 

it has demonstrated full support to denuclearization.31 

                                    
29 Ibid. 

30 Smith, Hazel. (2005). Hungry for Peace: International Security, Humanitarian 
Assistance, and Social Change in North Korea. United States Institute of Peace 
Press, pp.106-108. 

31  Wissenbach, Uwe. (November 15, 2010). Contribution to the 2010 
International Conference on Humanitarian Assistance to the DPRK. Seoul.  
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The European Union also adopts different aid policies and strategies 

than South Korea. South Korea’s aid policy is often criticized as being too 

volatile, depending on each new administration and having no concrete 

long-term strategies in providing aid.32 As North Korea has a clear history 

of military provocations and attacks to South Korean territory resulting in 

South Korean casualties, the diminishing aid partly attributes to dissent and 

anger of South Korean politicians and people as well.33  

Since North Korea is in a politically and economically difficult 

environment, aid assistance might serve not only as an instrument to 

improve North-South relations, but also to gradually open the market in 

North Korea in economic terms. Throughout development cooperation 

history, foreign assistance itself has transformed into a powerful policy 

instrument. With the aim of strengthening the EU’s economic presence in 

                                    
32  Haggard, Stephan. ‘South Korean Public Opinion on Aid to North 

Korea’;(accessed Dec. 12, 2012) available from 
http://www.piie.com/blogs/nk/?p=8231 

33 Ibid. 
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North Korea, the European Union also has goals such as contributing to 

stability in Asia, promoting human rights and peace.34  

 

  

                                    
34 EU Commission. (1997). Communication from the Commission to the Council: 

Towards a New Asia Strategy, p.3. 



17 

d. Analytical Framework 

The EU’s aid towards North Korea has many distinctive traits and 

characteristics in terms of continuity. At the beginning, it was provided from 

a humanitarian aspect to rescue the North Koreans from the extreme famine 

and disastrous situation, but later developed into a strategic aid policy. This 

process of development requires strict analysis and research on EU’s 

motives behind this engagement. Therefore, my aim in this thesis is to 

analyze the period of 1995-2005 as a case study of European Union’s 

humanitarian engagement under the analytical framework of ‘Rights–based 

approach, RBA’ by Peter Uvin. According to him, poverty is never simply 

the fault of the individual, nor can its solution be purely personal. 35 

However, Rights-Based Approach also refuses to simply place the burden of 

poverty and injustice on abstract notions such as society or globalization.36 

In this regard, Rights-Based Approach calls attention to a number of central 

                                    
35 Uvin, Peter. (2004). Human Rights and Development. Kumarian Press. pp.42-

53. 

36 Ibid. 
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actors to approach through meaningful and systematic inclusion and 

empowerment of the most vulnerable people, which also applies to the case 

of North Koreans suffering from long-term poverty. 

 According to Jakob Boesen, a rights-based approach to 

development is a framework that integrates the norms, principles, standards 

and goals of the international human rights system into the plans and 

processes of development.37 It is characterized by methods and activities 

that link the human rights system and its inherent notion of power and 

struggle with development. Rights-Based Approach(RBA) is able to 

recognize poverty as injustice and include marginalization, discrimination, 

and exploitation as central causes of poverty. Furthermore, Peter Uvin 

argues that development comes to be redefined in terms that include human 

rights as a constitutive part.38 Also, Emma Harris-Curtis argues that there is 

indeed a shift from basic needs to the rights approach in development, 

                                    
37 Boesen, J. (2007). Applying a rights-based approach. The Danish Institute for 
Human Rights, p.9. Danish Institute for Human Rights, 2007 The Dan 

Rights, 2007 

38 Uvin, Peter. (2004). Human Rights and Development. Kumarian Press. p.52.  
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which leads to a re-orientation of policies on rights values.39 Similar to 

RBA, the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 

Rights (OHCHR) introduces human rights-based approach as a conceptual 

framework for the process of human development that is normatively based 

on international human rights standards and operationally directed to 

promoting and protecting human rights. It plays the role to analyze 

inequalities which lie at the heart of development problems and correct 

discriminatory practices and unjust distributions of power that impede 

development progress.40  

As stated in the ‘European Convention on Human Rights’, the EU 

puts great emphasis on protecting human rights and fundamental freedoms, 

and thus strongly supports the promotion of the norms than any other 

                                    
39 Harris-Curtis, Emma. (2003). Rights-Based Approaches: Issues for NGOs 

Development in Practice. Vol. 13, No. 5, Taylor & Francis, p.560. 

40 United Nations, Frequently asked questions on a human rights-based approach 
to development cooperation; (accessed Dec.12, 2012), available from 
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/FAQen.pdf 
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country or region.41 Since it emphasizes the basic human needs such as 

right to live and survive, while also placing highlights on values such as rule 

of law and democracy, it can be concluded that it perceives those norms as 

core strategies for world peace and stability. Therefore, this consistent stance 

and the relevant factors led to active promotion of human rights and 

humanitarian aid worldwide. Furthermore, to explain EU’s intentions and 

strategies towards DPRK, the official proclamations on human rights call 

for more attention within the RBA framework. Development has long been 

considered as a separate issue from human rights. However, RBA sheds 

light on claims which lead to duties and mechanisms that can promote 

respect of rights. In this sense, Peter Uvin states that human rights can 

become very powerful when it is deeply integrated with the practice of 

development.42  

 

                                    
41  Choi, Eui-chul. (2005). Yurŏb yŏnhabǔi daebuk ingwŏnchŏngchaekkwa 

bukhanǔi daeǔng [The EU’s human rights policies towards North Korea and North 
Korea’s reaction]. Korea Institute for National Unification, p.7.  

42  Uvin, Peter. (2004). Human Rights and Development. Kumarian Press, pp.42-
53. 
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II. The European Union and North Korea relations 

 

a. History of EU-North Korea relations 

 

The European Community established diplomatic relations in May 

2001 and the majority of EU member states have diplomatic relations with 

the DPRK. According to B. Seliger, the preconditions of establishing 

diplomatic ties were the agreement for political and human rights 

dialogues. 43  These diplomatic relations and ties have provided an 

opportunity to discuss issues of importance to the EU that include human 

rights in North Korea. In particular, the EU has regularly raised the human 

rights situation in the DPRK bilaterally and through UN bodies, besides 

supporting awareness in international media and civil societies.   

 

 

                                    
43 Seliger, Bernhard. (2007). Capacity building in North Korea. Hanns Seidel 

Foundation, p.13. 
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Table 1: Highlights of EU-DPRK Relations (1997-2001) 

1997, Sept. EU enters KEDO’s executive Board 

1998,Dec.02 1st round of political dialogue 

1998, Dec.07-12 1st delegation of EU parliament visits North Korea 

1999, Jan.22-25 2nd delegation of EU parliament visits North Korea 

1999, Oct. 09, Nov.20 Council Conclusions on cooperation with North Korea 

1999, Nov. 24 2nd round of political dialogue 

2000, Oct. 31 - Nov.04 3rd delegation of EU parliament visits North Korea 

2000, Nov. 25-28 3rd round of political dialogue 

2001, Feb. 06-20 4th delegation of EU parliament visits North Korea 

2001, May 02-04 Top-Level EU delegation to North Korea (Persson, Patten, Solana) 

2001, May 14 EU decides to establish diplomatic relations with the DPRK 

Source: EU-North Korean Relations: No Effort Without Reason, Korea Institute for 

National Unification 

 As shown in Table 1, after the EU entered KEDO’s executive board, 

visits and political dialogues between the EU and North Korea began to take 

place. Consequently, the EU decided to establish diplomatic relations with 

North Korea in 2001.  

Prior to the establishment of diplomatic relations between the EU 

and North Korea, the harsh conditions and severe circumstances of the 

isolated country already attracted global attention. North Korea's food 

shortage began with economic problems linked to the aftermath of the 

collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, but became severe after heavy rains in 
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July and August of 1995 that resulted in devastating floods. According to 

North Korean sources, the flooding destroyed over 350,000 hectares of 

fertile land and approximately 1.5 million tons of grain, in addition to 

displacing 500,000 people. During July and August of 1996, North Korea 

was again hit with torrential rain and flooding, which substantially worsened 

the food shortage. In response to that event, international organizations as 

well as individual states practiced aid assistance, to ameliorate tension and 

contribute to resolving the Korean conflict, which had become a global 

international security concern by the early 2000s.44  

 North Korea was a party to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 

(NPT) but gave notice of withdrawal from the treaty on January 10, 2003 

following U.S. allegations that it had started an illegal enriched 

uranium weapons program. Consequently, North Korea’s withdrawal from 

the Treaty became effective in April of 2003.45 However, despite North 
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45 Wit, J. S., Poneman, D., & Gallucci, R. L. (2004). Going critical: The first 
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Korea’s withdrawal from the NPT, the European Union responded to the 

ongoing humanitarian crisis in North Korea and adopted another 

humanitarian aid decision providing the World Food Programme in North 

Korea with 9.5 million Euros(app. 10.45 million US dollars) in 2003.46 As 

Axel Berkofsky states, this decision of continuous support of EU can be 

understood as a decision to separate political and security issues from 

humanitarian issues in North Korea. 47  Even at the time of intensifying 

nuclear crisis and aggravating tensions on the Korean peninsula, EU’s 

decisive action proved its coherent attitude towards North Korea. While 

Japan and the United States insisted that continuation of humanitarian and 

food aid to North Korea depends on its termination of nuclear programs, the 

EU put emphasis on saving human lives through continuous aid provision. 

In addition to this, with regard to a historical point of view, the EU has no 
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historical burden towards North Korea like Japan or the U.S had in the past. 

This contributed to a relatively easier aid approach towards North Korea.48 

 In spite of claims of self-reliance and the extremely closed nature of 

the economy, international assistance has long been crucial to North Korea’s 

very survival.49 The period of the 10 years from 1995 until 2005 is the most 

active one in which North Korea showed cooperative gestures to 

international assistance. In 1994 during nuclear negotiations, DPRK 

officials had already approached U.S. officials to request food assistance.50 

Furthermore, there were efforts from DPRK’s side to extend their economic 
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relations with EU, because they perceived the organization as having less 

political pressure.51 

 As there have been many efforts to hold dialogues with DPRK, 

EU’s role in the future is expected to ease tensions on the Korean 

peninsula.52 According to Kim Hak-Sung, attitudes of European countries 

began to change in the mid 1990s and they started to provide humanitarian 

aid to North Korea. At that time, European countries began to recognize the 

importance of the two Koreas in Asia for the approaching future. Since a 

large number of European countries have important trade relations with 

South Korea, not only political but also economic ties are important.  

 North Korea is arguably the strangest political regime in existence 

today, with strong regime durability despite continuous doubts of sudden 

collapse and so forth. Its dysfunctional political regime poses many threats 
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and insecurity not only to East Asia, but also to the whole world and 

security order. Hazel Smith argues that conflict between North and South 

still has the potential to spill over into large-scale killing and destruction.53 

This would eventually lead to involvement of the United States because of 

its defense commitments to South Korea.54 Furthermore, China, Japan and 

even Russia might also intervene, which means the unresolved Korean 

conflict is inherently and international security problem. Furthermore, 

unceasing human rights violations and deaths from famine have been 

prevalent and have attracted global resentment.  

The EU established official diplomatic relations with the DPRK 

back in 2001. As there have been many efforts to hold dialogues with 

DPRK, EU’s role in the future is expected to ease tensions on the Korean 

peninsula.55 According to Hak-Sung Kim, attitudes of European countries 
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began to change in the mid 1990s and started to provide humanitarian aid 

to North Korea.56 At that time, European countries began to recognize the 

importance of the two Koreas in Asia for the approaching future.  

 EU has shown its role as a mediator by strengthening its presence in 

East Asia. Since the Union perceives East Asia as a potential market but is 

dominated by Japan and United States, it wants its role and leverage to be 

expanded. As claimed in its published official documents, European Union 

wants to contribute to a peaceful Korean peninsula and get advantages from 

it. Since the EU also deems the DPRK as a threat to world peace, it has 

practiced political pressure and leverage on its promotion of human rights. 

Furthermore, it also emphasized securing moral obligations and justification 

in the international community.57 While the EU puts focus on the spread of 

universal values including human rights and democracy, it tries to solidify 

its international stance and image in doing so. As officially claimed on the 
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EU Commission’s website, the EU is committed to promoting peace and 

security on the Korean peninsula.58   

 The European Union has focused on human rights with regard to 

North Korea’s continuous violations of human rights. To promote the values 

of human rights, the EU has been officially claiming its importance and 

placing emphasis on them in several official declarations including such as 

the ‘European Convention on Human Rights’.59 According to the statement 

on its official webpage, the EU ‘recalls the EU's firm and long-standing 

support for the four-way peace talks between North Korea, the Republic of 

Korea, the USA and China, two rounds of which have so far been held, in 

December 1997 and March 1998.’ 60  Furthermore, the EU's declared 

position is that such four-party talks are the way to promote lasting peace 
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and stability on the Korean peninsula. The EU has also previously declared 

its firm support for inter-Korean dialogue as an essential complement to the 

four-party process.61 As the EU established diplomatic relations with North 

Korea in 2001, this opportunity enabled the organization to secure 

conversation channels with the isolated country and consequently led to 

increased influence in human rights issues.  

 

b. EU’s Human Rights Dialogues with North Korea 

 

The first bilateral Human Rights Dialogue between the EU and 

North Korea was held in June 2006 in Brussels, Belgium.62 Prior to that in 

2000, the EU put emphasis on changing North Korea to a country which 

respects democracy, human rights and peace in the international community 
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through aid assistance.63 Similar to this case, the EU also had a series of 

human rights dialogues with China, not only to promote human rights, but 

also in order to raise awareness that the international community constantly 

monitors human rights situations in individual countries.64 Following the 

first dialogue, the second human rights dialogue took place in June, 2002 in 

Pyongyang between the EU and North Korea. However, this was the end of 

official human rights dialogues. In 2003 the EU sponsored a resolution at 

the UN Commission on Human Rights in Geneva which was adopted on 16 

April. Since 2003, the General Assembly of the United Nations has 

annually adopted the resolution condemning the country's human rights 

record.65 After these events, in the bilateral political dialogues in December 

of 2003 and November of 2004 respectively, the European Union raised 

human rights issues towards North Korea.66   
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The EU intends to continue on these dialogues with DPRK and aims 

to improve and make progress in the Human Rights situation in the country 

by a long-term approach. Combined with political dialogues, these resulted 

in successful and meaningful human rights talks with room for further 

improvement.67   
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III. Analysis on EU’s aid policy towards North 

Korea  

a. The aid policy of the EU and the United States towards 

North Korea  

 In 1994, the EU Commission published a document with the title 

“Towards a New Asia Strategy”, which is considered as the starting point of 

the EU’s coordinated policy towards Asia.68 This paper demonstrated an 

inclusive and coherent direction by elucidation of Asia’s increased political 

importance. Among a number of ambitious objectives, the document 

entrusted the EU with the task of developing “the capacity to play its proper 

role in the region” on political affairs. In particular, this document called for 

the EU to strengthen the political dialogue with Asia, discuss arms control 

and non-proliferation and develop the protection of human rights.69 More 
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comprehensive and specific in nature than the 1994 Strategy, the 2001 

Framework called for the EU to achieve the “core objective of strengthening 

the EU’s political and economic presence across the region”. 70  This 

objective was intended through broadening the EU’s engagement in Asia 

both through bilateral dialogue with key Asian ‘partners’ and through more 

active participation in regional domains.71 
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Table 2: EC Interventions in DPRK (1995-2005) 

 

Source: Korea Institute for National Unification 

 

 As demonstrated in the table above, the EC (European Commission) 

assistance started since 1995 and the amount of aid reached its peak in 2002. 

In the same year, the considerable amount of humanitarian assistance is also 



36 

noteworthy, along with the aid provided in 2004 despite North Korea’s 

withdrawal from the NPT and thus followed global resentment. 

 The aid policy of the United States towards North Korea 

demonstrated and revealed other interesting facts and consequences 

compared to the EU. According to the ‘Foreign Assistance to North Korea’ 

report published by the United States Congressional Research Service(CRS) 

in 2005, despite the Clinton Administration’s claim that food assistance to 

North Korea was not linked to the security concerns, it was proven that 

during the 1990s the United States used food aid to secure North Korea’s 

participation and increased cooperation in related negotiations.72 Aid was 

used as means to respond to Pyongyang’s demands for assistance, but did 

not result in substantive behavioral changes of the DPRK. The United States 

was not the first country to come to North Korea’s aid after the famine, 

neither did it move with particular speed. Moreover, private investment and 

trade were limited because of both the political tensions between the two 
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countries and the fact that North Korea did not enjoy normal trade relations 

status.73 However, ironically, the United States was North Korea’s largest 

benefactor at that time. 

 

Until the early 2000s, the United States had been the single largest 

nation among the donor countries.74 In particular, between 1995 and 2005, 

the United States provided over $1 billion in aid to North Korea.75 Fully 40 

percent of that aid was the result of U.S. commitments under the Agreed 

Framework of 1994 through the KEDO. This channel ended with the U.S. 

decision in December 2002 to terminate heavy oil shipments, and by the end 

of 2005 KEDO itself had been wound down.76  
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Table 3: U.S. Assistance to North Korea (1995-2005) 

 

Sources: Figures for food aid and medical supplies from USAID and US Department  

of Agriculture; KEDO figures from KEDO. 

 

 The above table shows that U.S. Assistance to North Korea from 

1995 until 2005 mainly focused on food aid, while there has been a very 

little amount in medical supplies and other aid. The highest peak of aid was 

reached in 1999, with an amount of $287.2 million dollars. At the peak of 
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aid assistance, the international community contributed food for around one 

third of the population of North Korea. In addition, the European Union and 

many small nongovernmental agencies aided this effort. South Korean 

organizations, which also increasingly contributed to aid at that time, did 

this through bilateral rather than multilateral channels. With regard to the 

impact of aid policies, Andrew Natsios argues that in most emergencies U.S. 

leadership can make a remarkable difference in the UN agencies, the 

funding of NGO responses, and the mobilization of international donor 

government support.77 Thus, this implies that decision on aid policies of 

powerful nations also has a strong influence on UN agencies and other non-

state actors.    

In 1998, the EU Commission adopted the strategy of combining 

food aid with agricultural rehabilitation and production. Later in 2000 and 

2001, the EU started to focus less on providing traditional food aid and 
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turned to agricultural support.78 In spite of many skeptical views and doubts 

on the actual use and diversion of aid, the European Union ECHO 

(European Community Humanitarian Aid Office) explains that it was fairly 

distributed and reached its intended targets.79 Until today, the EU actively 

provides assistance to vulnerable communities in North Korea, while 

following the humanitarian situation in the country. The EU officially 

claims to be prepared for increase of humanitarian assistance if there is a 

perceivable deterioration in North Korea.80 
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b. EU Humanitarian Assistance 

 After the start of a political dialogue with Pyongyang in December 

1998, the European Union began developing initial guidelines for its policy 

towards North Korea.81 In 2000, the Union welcomed the Sunshine Policy 

of President Kim Dae-Jung and was willing to participate in an engagement 

policy towards North Korea. In this context, it developed its ‘Country 

Strategy Paper 2001-2004’ to foster its relationship with the DPRK.82  

 Since 1997, the EU started providing food aid through the Food Aid 

and Food Security budget line when the DPRK appealed for international 

assistance after floods in North Korea in 1995.83 Initially, the food aid 

programme focused on delivering food to North Korea, but later included 

assistance of agricultural rehabilitation and agricultural production. From 

1995-2000 roughly 38 million Euro(app. 41.8 million US dollars) have been 
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provided for medicines (mainly antibiotics), sanitation, clothes and 

hygiene.84 In January 2003, the European Commission adopted another 

humanitarian aid decision providing the World Food Programme(WFP) in 

North Korea with 9.5 million Euro (app. 10.45 million US dollars), a very 

notable decision at the height of the nuclear crisis in North Korea.85 This 

decision made it clear that the EU intended to separate political and security 

issues from humanitarian issues in North Korea.86 In sum, from 1995 until 

2005, the EU spent approximately 560 million USD(including KEDO fees) 

to North Korea. Another notable fact is that the world community poured 

over $2.3 billion of assistance into North Korea from 1995 through 2005.87 

It was mainly composed of the form of food aid which was 67 percent out of 

the total. 88  It is noteworthy that the EU’s humanitarian aid was not 
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shortened by the nuclear crisis, as it was with the United States, despite the 

sharp decline in commercial EU exports since 2002.89 Furthermore, the EU 

office of ECHO in Pyongyang was one institution which, due to its strong 

resistance, had not been closed at the end of 2005, when the North Korean 

Foreign Ministry forced nearly all humanitarian organizations to leave the 

country.90     

 

c. EU Technical Assistance 

 The first fact-finding mission was sent to North Korea in February 

2001 ‘to assess technical assistance needs and identify areas in which the 

Commission could ... launch pilot projects’.91 It presented its results at a 
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meeting of donors consisting of EU Member-states, International Financial 

Institutions, the USA, Japan, South Korea and others in Brussels in March 

2001 under participation of officials from North Korea. As a result, the EU 

would become ‘the only substantial donor of technical assistance to the 

DPRK for the time being’.92 Furthermore, North Korea's priority needs 

were defined as (1) training in regard to institutional building, (2) basic 

technical advice on the energy system, (3) rural development and (4) 

transport.93  

 Officially, the EU’s Country Strategy Paper states three main 

priorities for technical assistance from 2001-2004 as follows:94 

1. institutional support and capacity building for North Korea’s economic 

development 

2. sustainable management and use of natural resources including access to 

sustainable energy service 
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3. reliable and sustainable development actions in transport and rural 

sectors  

 In this context, technical assistance was mainly aimed at expanding 

DPRK’s trade, foreign investment and development assistance. In addition, 

special importance was attributed to assistance in the energy sector due to 

the fact that mismanagement in North Korea’s energy sector resulted in a 

significant loss and waste of energy. In this regard, the EU Commission 

estimated that the DPRK would, be able to consume energy 25-35% more 

efficiently without massive investments.95  

Since the 2002 Council conclusions, the EC's mandate for 

intervention in the DPRK is limited to Humanitarian Aid and Food 

Security.96 After a long presence and intervention in the fields of Health and 

Water and Sanitation, and upon assessment of the humanitarian situation, 
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Directorate-General for Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection (ECHO) 

closed their technical office in Pyongyang in May 2008.97 

 

d. Limitations of EU’s aid policy towards North Korea 

 As there has been declining willingness of the international 

community to support North Korea, further obstacles and hindrances remain 

in providing consistent aid. During the 10-year period of aid assistance, the 

European Union did not show any stark contrast to the policies of the United 

States towards DPRK. The EU’s stance to nuclear, military and security 

issues did not challenge the stance of the United States in the past, and also 

will not do so in the future. Therefore, the EU’s aid policy cannot be solely 

independent from other major states’ policies that engage in Korean issues. 

Thus, the future direction of the U.S. foreign policy will play a significant, if 

not decisive role in allowing the EU to adapt its own strategies. 
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The period of 1995-2005 shows that the European Union has been 

successful in aid assistance, and therefore also in sustaining relations and 

peaceful dialogues with North Korea in particular. While other countries 

such as Japan and United States cut the amount of aid leading to a breach in 

relations, the EU was able to hold ties until recently. Studies that examine 

the relations between EU and North Korea have been relatively insufficient 

since the EU does not have much strong influence and security concerns in 

East Asia. Furthermore, considering the EU’s unique character of being a 

union of 27 member states, foreign policies require consents from the 

member states on any particular issue. That can make its act and unanimous 

stand for continuous aid towards North Korea difficult because it needs to 

balance the foreign interests of its member states. From this regard, internal 

and external threats towards the purpose and reasons can emerge in the 

future, because the Korean peninsula is regarded as a peripheral matter.  

Furthermore, other limitations exist as well. Since the EU has no 

military force in Asia, its political impact and influence can be carried out 

only to a certain level. Therefore, as Hak-Sung Kim argues, the EU’s key 
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tools are enhancing talks with North Korea and expanding economic and 

humanitarian aid. 98  Thus, since engagement is better than isolation to 

fragile states such as North Korea, the above key tools should be 

incorporated in the strategic approach with a long-term view. 
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IV. Conclusion and Implications 

 For the past decades, the European Union has established itself as a 

forthright and actively engaged promoter of human rights and democracy. 

As explained previously with the Rights-based approach, integrating 

international human rights system into the plans and processes of 

development is also applicable to the situation of North Korea, one of the 

most isolated countries in today’s world. Since North Korea is uniquely 

defiant of international norms in nearly every aspect including human rights, 

freedom and democracy, the integration process must also be approached 

step by step.   

The reasons why the EU became deeply interested into the area of 

humanitarian aid can be explained on the basis of the following findings. 

First, Northeast Asia showed rapid development and growth linked with a 

higher status in the international political and economic landscape. Thus, to 

achieve a more important influential status in emerging Northeast Asia, the 

EU began to express its own views and opinions on political issues by 

linking it to its former declaration on human rights. The Korean peninsula, 

in particular, which is a crucial part of the political landscape in East Asia, is 
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perceived as a region where the EU pursues engagement regardless of harsh 

political tensions.  

Second, with the goal of increasing its leverage, the EU tried to 

establish its global image as a human rights promoter on North Korea issues. 

As witnessed in the past human rights and political dialogues with North 

Korea, the EU continues functioning as an essential ground and platform, 

making substantial contributions for fostering dialogues and discussions. In 

this sense, the European interest in North Korea implies that the significance 

of the Korean peninsula issue has grown beyond Northeast Asia and became 

an important factor in international politics.  

Despite the previously explained limitations, the importance of 

NGO’s rises as their domain and scope of work in North Korea proved to be 

effective. In particular, European NGOs are the most active ones which 

accumulated much practical and valuable knowledge and experiences during 

the past years. Thus, the role of the European NGOs carries substantial 

significance in the future of development cooperation, as its expansion of 

activities can establish role models for international organizations and other 

aid agencies. Furthermore, NGOs have offered programs oriented to build 

capacity in agriculture and health, sponsoring projects on water and 
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sanitation, seed improvement, and land management.99 As Edward Reed 

argues, NGOs are generally in a better position than the UN agencies to 

experiment with innovative solutions to problems given their smaller size, 

and closeness to the population.100 Currently, the Hanns Seidel Foundation, 

which is a German NGO associated with the Christian Social Union, a 

political party in Germany is one of the most actively engaged NGOs in 

North Korea and plays a constructive role in providing sustainable 

development and assistance. The Hanns-Seidel-Foundation Korea (HSS) 

promotes political dialogue, education, management training, and institution 

building. This agency is notable because, among other reasons, it is among 

the few European NGOs involved in business and economic training.101 Co-

engagement with the NGOs comes with importance and can contribute to 

induce gradual change in North Korea. Small-scale agencies such as CESVI 
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(Italy), Welthungerhilfe (Germany), Concern (Ireland), Triangle Generation 

Humanitaire (France), Premiere Urgence (France) carry out operations 

under the framework of aid assistance and capacity building in North 

Korea.102 It is also proven that NGOs have been able to successfully 

introduce a practical, problem-solving approach that involves input from the 

local leaders. They also included training for counterparts in the line 

ministries who have been introduced to a new way of thinking and working, 

becoming valuable resources to new NGOs that enter North Korea.103 

Before 1996, there were very few opportunities to gather direct information 

about conditions in North Korea. However, NGOs in North Korea have 

been, and continue to be, an expanded source of knowledge about 

conditions in North Korea.104      
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 Furthermore, international organizations could also have a 

significant impact on the Korean peninsula. International financial 

institutions such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World 

Bank also have the potentials by pooling their financial resources and 

offering assistance towards North Korea. In this regard, they gradually can 

induce change on the closed economy system. Since engagement is better 

than isolation to fragile states, a strategic approach with a long-term view 

should be constantly applied. Thus, NGOs operating in North Korea have 

the capacity and responsibility to develop approaches that are viable in 

practice by sharing their experiences with other development actors in the 

international arena.   

Given the fact that the EU is not a major player in the East Asian 

politics, EU’s aid policy towards North Korea still has a lot of room for 

improvement. More research and studies are also required in order to 

provide better information on the context. As the EU is also a collective 

organization that practices pressure and power as a whole, its significance 

and leverage can maximize the capacity of power while promoting its own 

interests abroad. 
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 Through the actions and humanitarian interventions by the EU, its 

purpose to secure a foothold in North Korea can be evaluated as successful. 

The EU’s approach and its aid policy towards North Korea imply many 

further suggestions for South Korea as well. Considering the current 

situation of 2012, political relations between South and North Korea are at a 

standstill. Thus, from this standpoint, the case of EU’s aid policy could 

provide implications as a source and promoter of peaceful dialogues for 

further South Korean aid policies towards North Korea. Since the most 

important factors in the policy-making procedure are domestic politics, 

these should also be seriously considered. Of another big consideration are 

important actors such as Japan, United States, China, Russia that are all 

involved in the issues with regard to the Korean peninsula and also partly 

bear historical responsibility. Their exercise of significant influence and 

impacts stemming from aid policy requires thorough examinations and 

observations as well.  

 With regards to peace and security, the EU should continue to play 

an active role in the international fora, as well as promote human rights 

through the sharing of valuable experiences gained from development 

cooperation in North Korea. In order to reduce the threat that North Korea 
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poses to the security of Northeast Asia and the world, but also to alleviate 

the humanitarian tragedy of famine and consistent with the EU’s principles, 

it is of high possibility that the EU will continue its aid assistance to North 

Korea in the future.  
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국문 초록 

 

유럽연합의 대북지원정책에 대한 연구: 1995 년-2005 년 

 

송지현 

국제학과 국제협력전공 

서울대학교 국제대학원 

 

본 논문은 유럽연합(European Union, EU)의 대북지원이 가장 

활발했던 1995 년-2005 년까지의 시기를 기준으로 권리에 기반한 

개발(Rights-Based Approach)의 이론적 틀을 적용하여 유럽연합의 

한반도 관여에 초점을 맞춘 연구이다. 유럽연합은 1995 년 북한의 

대홍수와 식량난을 계기로 인도적 지원을 시작하였으며 그간 

북한의 NPT 탈퇴와 수 차례의 도발에 따른 국제사회의 비난에도 

불구하고 2012 년 현재까지도 지원을 계속하고 있다. 또한, 

유럽연합은 북핵 6 자 회담의 일원이 아니며 한반도의 안보문제와 

직접적 관련이 없음에도 불구하고 90 년대부터 한반도에 대한 

꾸준한 관심을 표명하며 범시민적 가치를 지닌 인권과 민주화에 

기반한 개발협력을 주창해왔다.   
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 본 논문에서는 유럽연합의 성공을 이끈 요인들을 고찰하여 

논리적으로 유럽연합-북한 관계 발전의 전개를 살펴본다. 권리에 

기반한 접근(Rights-Based Approach)을 통해 북한과 유럽연합의 

관계를 살펴보는 것이 본 논문의 목적이다. 결과적으로 

유럽연합은 정치군사적 문제와 별개로 북한을 지원하는 인도주의 

입장을 일관적으로 추구해왔다. 본 논문은 유럽연합이 인권존중, 

민주주의 및 법의 지배 등의 가치를 강조하며 지속적인 교류와 

대화에 성공적이었고 지금까지도 지속적인 관계를 유지하고 

있음에 주목한다. 또한, 지금 현재 북한에서 활동 중인 유럽 

NGO 들을 통해 향후 북한원조에 대한 시사점과 방향성을 

제시하고자 한다.                                                        

 기존 연구들과 비교했을 때 본 연구는 그 동안 많이 다루어지지 

않았던 유럽연합의 대북지원정책을 분석하였다는 점에서 의의가 

있으며, 본 연구에서 사용된 분석틀과 자료로 향후 대북지원과 

관련된 다른 단체, 국가 혹은 국제기구의 연구로 확대해 볼 수 

있을 것이다.      

 

 

주요어: 유럽연합, 개발협력, 북한, 인도적 지원, 권리에 기반한 

접근, 북한인권  
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