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Korea gives 2 Yemeni asylum seekers refugee status 

 
468 Yemenis denied refugee status 

 
By Lee Suh-yoon 
 
The Korea Times (14.12.2018) - https://bit.ly/2BsCC6T - Just two Yemeni asylum 
seekers ― a tiny percentage of the 484 on Jeju Island seeking asylum this year ― were 
granted refugee status in a final announcement by the immigration authorities Friday. 
The rest were rejected but mostly granted a one-year humanitarian stay visas.  
 
The two successful applicants were journalists who were subject to political persecution 
in Yemen, the Ministry of Justice said 
 
"Both journalists received death threats for criticizing the Houthi insurgency," the Jeju 
branch of the ministry's immigration office said in a press statement. 
 
The announcement came after months of heated controversy over the Yemeni refugees 
who arrived on Jeju Island earlier this year. Their arrival incited protests fueled by 
Islamophobia and worries about "fake refugees" taking jobs and using up resources. 
 
As well as the granting of refugee status to the journalists, the ministry gave 412 were 
given one-year humanitarian stay permits, while rejecting 56 on the basis of their 
criminal record and other factors.  
 
Human rights institutions and refugees rights groups immediately protested the tiny 
acceptance rate, claiming the ministry's decision was biased. 
 
"The ministry's decision is apparently aimed at appeasing some of the public's negative 
sentiment against Yemeni refugees, rather than a decision based on individual interviews 
with the asylum seekers," Choi Young-ae, head of the National Human Rights 
Commission (NHRC), said in a statement.  
 
Korea, a signatory to the U.N. Refugee Convention, has a refugee acceptance rate of just 
4 percent. Only around 580 asylum seekers have been granted such status since 1994.  
 
"It seems like a very political decision, rejecting the vast majority to escape public 
criticism, but still sliding two refugees into the picture to appear less biased than they 
are," Kim Dae-kwon, head of local migrant rights group Friends of Asia, told the Korea 
Times.  
 
"These Yemeni asylum seekers all escaped from the worst situations, so there is no 
reason why more should not be granted refugee status."  



 
The renewable humanitarian stay visas allow the asylum seekers to leave Jeju for other 
parts of the country as long as they report their location to the authorities. More than 
250 of 362 Yemeni refugees who were given the permits in October have moved to the 
mainland for better work opportunities.  
 
Unlike refugee status, one-year humanitarian permits limit job options and block access 
to health care, education and welfare benefits. About 2,000 asylum seekers are staying 
in Korea through the permits, according to refugee rights group NANCEN.  
 
As the situation in their home countries remains the same, if not worse, many end up 
living here without basic public benefits or working options for more than 20 years, 
renewing their one-year visas each year.  
 
Even those granted refugee status often do not get the state support necessary to help 
them settle in Korea.  
 
"We frequently get reports of accepted refugees becoming homeless," said Koh Eun-ji, a 
NANCEN activist. "There is no reliable settlement process provided by the government 
that helps them learn the Korean language, Korean culture, or how to navigate life here." 
 
Ongoing conflicts in the Middle East are sending wave after wave of refugees into 
developed nations. This year, the number of refugee applications in Korea surpassed 
10,000 for the first time ― an eight-fold increase from five years ago. 

 

 

40 NGOs write to South Korean President Moon 

April 9, 2018 
 
Moon Jae-in 
President of the Republic of Korea 
1 Cheongwadae-ro, Jongno-gu 
Seoul 03048 
Republic of Korea 
 
Fax: +82 2-770-4721 
E-mail: president@president.go.kr 
 
Dear President Moon,  
 
As your government discusses a proposed summit with North Korean leader Kim Jong 
Un, we welcome the renewed inter-Korean dialogue and the recent progress in inter-
Korean relations and urge your government to press for human rights issues to be 
included in all discussions with the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), 
including in the summit agenda.  
 
The United Nations Security Council has recognized in several recent debates and 
resolutions that human rights abuses in the DPRK and regional peace and security are 
intrinsically connected. Any long-term resolution of security issues on the Korean 
peninsula will require addressing the DPRK’s repressive rights record and pressing the 
North Korean government to commit to fundamental and wide-ranging reforms. On 



March 12, 2018, at the UN Human Rights Council, Tomás Ojea-Quintana, the UN special 
rapporteur on the situation of human rights in North Korea, urged countries to make it a 
priority to keep pressure on the DPRK to improve its human rights record and not allow it 
to be sidelined or upstaged by concerns about the DPRK’s weapons proliferation, noting 
that “any advancement on the security dialogue should be accompanied by a parallel 
expansion on human rights dialogue.”  
 
We agree and urge you to include the following issues in the agenda of all meetings with 
the DPRK, including your summit with Kim Jong Un:  
 
1. Acting on United Nations Human Rights Recommendations 
During 2017, there was some limited re-engagement by the DPRK with international 
human rights mechanisms. We recommend that you urge the DPRK to enlarge the scope 
of its cooperation, including in the framework of the Universal Periodic Review (UPR), 
such as:  

• Undertaking immediate steps to address allegations about poor conditions and 
abuses in detention centers and prisons, including by opening all government 
detention centers, reeducation and forced labor camps, jails, and prisons to 
visits by international observers, and taking steps to release any detainees 
held for activities that should not, under international law, be criminalized, 
such as exercising freedom of speech and religion, attempting to leave or 
leaving the country without permission. 

• Engaging with and responding to recommendations and opinions from the UN 
Human Rights Council and the Commission of Inquiry on the situation of 
human rights in the DPRK and engaging with the UN special rapporteur on the 
situation of human rights in the DPRK, including facilitating a country visit by 
him and other relevant UN rapporteurs. 

• Continuing to engage with UN human rights mechanisms, including the 
upcoming UPR and under the Convention for the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities; accepting UN recommendations and implementing changes on the 
ground; and signing and ratifying key human rights treaties, including 
International Labor Organization conventions and the Convention against 
Torture. 

 
2. Inter-Korean Human Rights Engagement 
The ROK’s North Korean human rights act of March 2016 calls on the ROK to seek a 
human rights dialogue with the DPRK and exchange information “to protect and promote 
the human rights of North Koreans.” We recommend that you press the DPRK to:  

• Establish a regular inter-Korean human rights dialogue and ensure that it is 
principled, follows clear benchmarks, and is accountable. Such meetings 
should be followed by public briefings about their content and agreements on 
next steps, which should include follow up meetings at the highest levels of 
each government. 

• Allow further inter-Korean information and personal exchanges and promote 
freedom of information and movement.  

• Agree on mutual free and uncensored television and radio broadcasts across 
the peninsula. One proposed first step could be negotiating for mutual 
broadcast of ROK national television channel KBS and the DPRK’s KCTV. 

 
3.  Involuntarily Separated Families and Abductions 
Since the Korean War (1950-1953), an estimated one million Koreans have been 
separated or forcibly removed from their families through displacement during the war, 
enforced disappearances and abductions, or following escape from the DPRK. According 
to the Ministry of Unification, about 130,000 ROK citizens have applied to take part in 
reunion meetings organized by the two Korean governments since 1988. Only about 
18,800 people have met their families in reunions, while approximately 60,000 are still 



waiting to meet their family members. More than 60 percent are now in their 80s or 
older.  
 
The Korean War Abductees Family Union estimates that South Korean civilians abducted 
across the border during the Korean War range between 82,000 and 100,000 individuals. 
The South Korean government documented over 500 abductions of South Korean 
nationals since the 1953 armistice. Since 2013, seven South Koreans have been detained 
in North Korea. Currently, there are over 30,000 North Koreans in South Korea with no 
legal way to communicate with family members in North Korea.  
 
We recommend that you: 

• Continue to urge the DPRK to agree to regular reunion meetings of separated 
families, expanding its scope to any South Korean national with relatives in 
the DPRK, and allow regular exchanges of letters or phone calls and visits 
between them, at least on humanitarian grounds. Such meetings should not 
be held hostage to developments on security matters or inter-Korea relations. 

• Press North Korea to respect the right of every person to leave any country, 
including his/her own, and to return to her/his country, including by granting 
exit visas to all persons who hold or have held South Korean or other foreign 
nationality and their family members who wish to leave North Korea for South 
Korea or other countries. The International Committee of the Red Cross 
should be asked to independently assess each individual's wishes in private 
interviews. 

• Urge the DPRK to engage in broader exchange on the issue of abductions and 
to commit seriously to investigate and respond to the allegations made 
against it. 

• Allow South Korean nationals to identify and collect the remains of deceased 
family members held by North Korea and vice versa. 

• Lift existing legal restrictions on inter-Korean people-to-people contact in 
North and South Korea.   

 
4. Humanitarian Aid 
According to UNICEF, in December 2017 an estimated 18 million people in the DPRK 
were experiencing food insecurity, while 200,000 children were acutely malnourished. 
One in three children under five years of age, and almost half of the children between 12 
and 23 months, were anemic. In October 2017, the UN World Food Program said it 
needed US$25.5 million for the following six months to aid North Korean women and 
children. UNICEF faces a shortfall of US$9.6 million to cover its programs in the DPRK in 
2018. In September 2017, South Korea pledged to donate US$8 million to these two 
organizations, at a time to be established.  
 
Humanitarian aid is an international responsibility and is crucial to protect human life and 
rights. At the same time, it is crucial to monitor the distribution of aid to ensure it is 
delivered to its intended recipients, the most vulnerable, and not diverted to the DPRK 
military or others, regardless of whether it is provided directly by the ROK or through 
South Korean private institutions. Humanitarian aid for vulnerable populations is critical 
for young children, the elderly, persons with disabilities, persons in detention, and 
pregnant and nursing women. We recommend that you:  

• Provide necessary humanitarian aid and urge the DPRK government to accept 
international or domestic humanitarian aid, with proper monitoring consistent 
with international standards of transparency and accountability. These 
standards include access throughout the country to determine needs and the 
ability to visit places where food and other aid is delivered. 

 
We are fully aware that raising human rights issues with the DPRK is a daunting task and 
note North Korea’s comment on March 31, 2018, saying South Korea’s support of a 
resolution on the situation of human rights in North Korea at the UN Human Rights 



Council, is “an open political provocation to the DPRK and an intolerable act of chilling the 
atmosphere for dialogue.” However, we believe South Korea should maintain its “firm 
stance” as Foreign Minister Kang Kyung-wha said but should further press to bring up the 
subject. Your government’s leadership is crucial in efforts to help improve human rights 
conditions in the DPRK while at the same time finding real, long-term solutions to the 
security crisis.   
 
Thank you for your consideration and we would be pleased to discuss these matters 
further with your staff. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
1969 KAL Abductees’ Families Association, South Korea 
ALTSEAN-Burma, Thailand 
Amnesty International 
Asia Justice and Rights (AJAR) 
Asian Federation Against Involuntary Disappearances (AFAD) 
Asociación Pro Derechos Humanos, Perú 
Centro para la Apertura y el Desarrollo de América Latina (CADAL), Argentina 
Christian Solidarity Worldwide 
Citizens’ Alliance for North Korean Human Rights (NKHR), South Korea 
The Committee for Human Rights in North Korea (HRNK), United States 
Han Voice, Canada 
Helping Hands Korea_Catacombs, South Korea 
Human Rights Watch 
Human Rights Without Frontiers, Belgium 
International Christian Concern (ICC), United States 
International Coalition to Stop Crimes against Humanity in North Korea (ICNK) 
International Commission of Jurists 
International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH) 
Jacob Blaustein Institute for the Advancement of Human Rights (JBI), United States 
Korean War Abductees’ Family Union (KWAFU), South Korea 
Liberty in North Korea (LINK), United States 
National Association for the Rescue of Japanese Kidnapped by North Korea, Japan 
NKnet, South Korea 
NK Watch, South Korea 
No Fence, Japan 
North Korea Freedom Coalition, United States 
North Korea Strategy Center (NKSC), South Korea  
Now Action & Unity for Human Rights (NAUH), South Korea 
Open North Korea, South Korea 
Peace and Hope International, United States 
People for Successful Corean Reunification (PSCORE), South Korea 
Refuge Pnan, South Korea 
Robert F. Kennedy Human Rights, United States 
Saram, Germany 
Southern Africa Litigation Centre (SALC), South Africa 
The Association for the Rescue of North Korea Abductees (ARNKA), Thailand 
The Korea Future Initiative, United Kingdom 
Transitional Justice Working Group, South Korea 
Unification Academy, South Korea 
Unification Media Group, South Korea 
 



About the “defection” of twelve North Korean waitresses 
from a restaurant in China: South Korea’s version of the 

facts lacks credibility 

• Is a mass defection of North Korean overseas workers possible? 
• The itinerary of the twelve North Korean waitresses and their Chinese 

manager 
• From the contextualization of the South Korean narrative to… 
• a possible alternative scenario 
• Seoul owes the truth to its public opinion and the international 

community 
 
By Willy Fautré, Human Rights Without Frontiers Int’l 
 
HRWF (26.05.2016) - On 7th April, 12 North Korean waitresses of the Ryugyong North 
Korean restaurant in the Chinese coastal city of Ningbo and their male manager arrived 
in Seoul, South Korea’s capital, in circumstances that were then described as mysterious. 
Two days before, the women had shopped for backpacks at a local store where they paid, 
relatively expensive, full prices, an unheard-of and impossible practice among North 
Korean overseas workers. They were obviously preparing a trip, but did they know their 
destination? 
 
North Korea accused South Korea of kidnapping its citizens and demanded their 
repatriation. It said the South's intelligence agents "lured and abducted" the 12 young 
North Koreans by using "all sorts of appeasement, deception and gimmicks". Pyongyang 
threatened Seoul with “unimaginable serious consequences and severe punishment."  
 
The 12 waitresses are daughters of North Korean party and administration elites, 
according to Daily North Korea, a website based in Seoul, which quoted sources within 
the North. 
 
Is a mass defection of North Korean overseas workers possible? 
 
Up to now, cases of defection of individual North Korean overseas workers have been 
very rare, and there have not been any cases of collective defection. The reasons are 
simple. 
 
Overseas workers are supposed to watch and report on each other, and a North Korean 
“security member” is in charge of the overall surveillance.  
 
For these and other reasons, it is difficult to believe South Korea’s official version of a 
voluntary, spontaneous and simultaneous defection of the twelve young North Korean 
waitresses from the Chinese restaurant in Ningbo in early April. Although the women 
were not family members and came from different backgrounds, they would have all 
needed to agree together on the operation without any conflict or internal denunciation 
despite the high risks of reprisals against each of their families. Such a proposition is 
highly improbable. 
 
The itinerary of the twelve North Korean waitresses and their manager 
 
The waitresses left their restaurant in Ningbo on 5th April, went to Shanghai by land, and 
arrived in Malaysia in the morning of 6th April. On 7th April, it was announced in Seoul 
they had arrived in Inchon Airport. Some media outlets also reported that they were 
accompanied by the Chinese manager of the restaurant, who had taken 1.2 million yuan 
with him. 
 



For such young North Korean women who lack any international travel experience, 
traveling through three countries in forty-eight hours would have been impossible 
without any external intervention. Assistance was certainly not provided by human 
traffickers as the women could not have paid them. Human rights activists in South 
Korea previously involved in the exfiltration of North Korean defectors were consulted by 
Human Rights Without Frontiers Int’l. They all deny any involvement in this operation, do 
not believe in a voluntary defection as such, and hold the South Korean authorities 
responsible for a “planned defection” of the North Korean waitresses without their 
consent. It is also noteworthy that after international media coverage of the incident and 
the furious reaction of Pyongyang, the Chinese authorities confirmed that the women had 
left China with valid documents. Therefore, it can be legitimately concluded that the 
North Korean waitresses travelled to their final destination, South Korea, without their 
knowledge or consent. 
 
From the contextualization of the South Korean narrative to… 
 
In the last few years, Seoul has particularly campaigned on the exploitation of the North 
Korean overseas workers by their own state and suspects that the financial benefit 
(around two billion USD per year) of this slavery-like activity is used for Pyongyang’s 
military nuclear program.  
 
In short, 

• North Korea’s labor export is organized, managed, and overseen as a matter of 
state policy; 

• Workers are not paid directly by their foreign employers but receive their wage -  
between 120-150 dollars a month – from the North Korean state which gets much 
higher amounts from the employers; 

• Earnings are not sent back as remittances, but appropriated by the state and 
transferred back to the country in the form of bulk cash, in clear violation of UN 
sanctions; 

• Work hours range between twelve and sixteen hours a day, sometimes as much 
as twenty hours, and laborers are only provided one or two days of rest a month; 

• Workers are not allowed to return to North Korea until their contract expires, 
which usually lasts three years. 

 
It is estimated that sixteen countries are currently hosting North Korean laborers, 
including some EU member states, such as Poland and Malta. 
 
The circumstances of the incident and the publicizing of it rightfully raise a lot of 
suspicions all the more as it coincided with the legislative elections campaign in South 
Korea.  
 
While defections do not usually enjoy a lot of publicity, the South Korean government 
hurriedly announced the defection this time, and it can reasonably be inferred that by 
raising a “North Korean issue” the ruling party expected some positive impact on the 
outcome of the election. This was finally not the case as on 13th April the conservative 
Saenuri Party was defeated by … one seat. 
 
to a possible alternative scenario 
 
A possible alternative scenario to the official narrative involves the deep involvement of 
the South Korean National Security Services (NIS) in a meticulously prepared operation 
with the help of the restaurant manager as part of a political strategy. Indeed, only the 
manager could handle the complex logistics of such a “defection” and had the moral 
authority to convince the waitresses to accompany him. 
 



The manager may have been identified by the NIS as a vulnerable target to be bought or 
blackmailed for that spectacular operation. He could defect with a large amount of money 
coming from his restaurant and NIS promise of a special treatment and financial benefits 
in South Korea. A period must have been chosen when the North Korean security 
member was not around. The manager must have given back the North Korean women 
their passports – an unusual practice -, and told them that they were going to another 
restaurant in Malaysia and there that would be a stopover. The final destination after the 
stopover was, however, to be in… South Korea. 
 
Noteworthy is the fact that the twelve women failed to appear in public or make 
statements confirming their voluntary defection. According to some sources, this is not 
unusual as the South Korean authorities habitually keep defectors away from the public, 
in a specific location, to organize their adaptation to their new life, but also to keep their 
identity secret and, thereby, protect their families in North Korea safe from reprisals. 
However, due to the exceptional circumstances of the case and the uproar made by 
Pyongyang on the international scene, Seoul should have released some evidence that 
the waitresses, whose identity is known by the North Korean authorities, were in South 
Korea on their own will. This was not the case. They will probably use the transition and 
adaptation period to try to convince each of them to stay ‘on their own will’ in South 
Korea. This is a challenging and risky bet with an uncertain outcome. 
 
Some South Korean lawyers have started a procedure to force the South Korean 
authorities to clarify the situation. 
 
Seoul owes the truth to its public opinion and to the international community 
 
Human Rights Without Frontiers Int’l urges  
 
the South Korean authorities 

• to allow lawyers to get access to the North Korean waitresses and to interview 
them;  

• to grant the waitresses legal assistance if they request it; 
• to clarify publicly the circumstances of the arrival of the twelve waitresses in their 

country; 
UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon  

• to use its power in order to establish the facts; 
• to check the legality of the situation of the North Korean waitresses. 

 

The long arm of Chinese censorship reaches South Korea 

A performance in Seoul is cancelled after threats from Beijing. 
 

By Sarah Cook 

The Diplomat (09.05.2016) - http://bit.ly/1WlpUxr - In recent months, incidents of 
Communist Party restrictions on free expression extending beyond China’s borders have 
occurred across Asia. Now South Korea, a leading democracy in the region, has joined 
this disturbing trend. 

On May 4, a court in Seoul issued a last-minute ruling canceling a series of classical 
Chinese dance and music shows by Shen Yun Performing Arts, scheduled to take place at 
KBS Hall over the weekend. The ruling explicitly cites threats by the Chinese embassy 
aimed at the theater owner, including implicit references to financial reprisals if the 
shows go on as planned. 



The mission of the New York–based performance group is to revive China’s five-
millennia-old traditional culture, which has been largely destroyed under decades of 
Communist rule. Shen Yun’s performers practice Falun Gong, a meditation and spiritual 
discipline whose practitioners are persecuted in China today; some company members 
have themselves fled religious persecution or have family members imprisoned in China 
still. 

Alongside dances portraying scenes from imperial dynasties and literary classics, some of 
the show’s pieces also depict the story of what Falun Gong practitioners face in China 
today or attacks on Buddhist temples during the Cultural Revolution. An overarching 
theme throughout the Shen Yun performance is the traditional Chinese concept of a 
connection between Heaven, Earth, and humankind. 

The performance has been widely acclaimed and drawn millions of audience members, 
including celebrities, around the world. But it is these perspectives on Chinese history, 
culture, and spirituality that have put Shen Yun on the Chinese Communist Party’s target 
list. 

Since its inception a decade ago, Chinese officials have employed a wide variety of direct 
and indirect tactics to try to sabotage the show and prevent its messages from reaching 
a global audience. Over 60 incidents—ranging from intimidating theaters and elected 
officials to online hacking and tire slashing—have been documented. Most of the 
sabotage attempts in Europe, North America, and Australia have been futile, but South 
Korea has been susceptible to them. Indeed, they have led to cancellations and near-
cancellations in South Korea in the past. 

Nevertheless, this week’s incident stands out for two reasons. 

First, the court that issued this decision is the very same one that had ruled two weeks 
earlier in favor of the Shen Yun performance, despite already hearing arguments drawn 
from Chinese embassy communications. The last-minute “flip flop” raises the question of 
what changed in the interim and who intervened to alter the final ruling. Whether it was 
higher-level input from Chinese diplomats or from South Korea’s own executive branch, 
such pressures infringe on judicial independence and ultimately hurt South Korean 
democracy and rule of law. 

Second, the court ruling provides unusually explicit insight into the financial leverage that 
may have been employed by the Chinese embassy to incentivize this obstruction of a 
performing arts event outside China. 

A translated copy of the court decision refers to the financial losses that the Korea 
Broadcasting System—the owner of KBS Hall—could incur if the shows were allowed to 
go forward, ostensibly because of Chinese government retaliation against the firm’s 
Korean television dramas, which are popular among viewers in China. The judicial 
decision states that if KBS “cannot export its broadcasting contents to China, there are 
possibilities that it may face huge losses, which cannot be compared with the income 
from ticket selling.” It then calculates that if the content exported to China were 
obstructed, it would result in 10 billion KW ($8.5 million) in losses for KBS each year. By 
contrast, the court says, the several thousand tickets that Shen Yun had already sold and 
would be forced to forfeit amounted to only 18 million KW ($15,000), so that even if KBS 
has to reimburse these losses, it would be worth the relatively minor expense. 

Using such calculations, based on the potential earnings from selling or broadcasting 
content inside mainland China, in order to justify restrictions on free expression outside 
China is disturbing, but not new. When conducting research for a 2013 report, The Long 
Shadow of Chinese Censorship, Freedom House investigators found that this was 
precisely what was happening in other television markets in Asia. In those instances, the 



financial rationale was often downplayed and kept behind closed doors for fear of public 
censure. 

But in this week’s South Korean case, it is effectively being legitimized by the court of a 
democratic country, and by a public broadcaster funded by the South Korean 
government. That sets a dangerous precedent. 

The case also highlights the growing risk of cross-ownership in the media, 
telecommunications, and entertainment sectors. The case studies covered in the Long 
Shadow of Chinese Censorship and incidents like this one illustrate that when the same 
company owns businesses that seek to profit from commercial activity inside China 
alongside businesses that disseminate or create media content for audiences outside 
China, it is extremely susceptible to Chinese government demands to restrict information 
reaching external audiences. 

But this need not be the case. We can continue to hope that the values of freedom and 
democracy will outweigh the Communist Party’s economic leverage. Media regulators, 
democratic governments, and free expression advocates would also be wise to consider 
new legislative and other means to ensure that businesses—and judges—have the 
necessary incentives to uphold these values. 

Otherwise, audiences outside China will be prevented from seeing more compelling art 
exhibits, independent films, or dance performances—and they may never know what 
they are missing. 
 
 


