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Christian prisoners are being beaten, tortured and 
starved 

By Julian Mann 

 

Christian Today (15.12.2021) - https://bit.ly/3GTZZ9L - Christians in Communist North 

Korea are being tortured more than members of any other religious group, according to a 

new report from human rights campaigners Korea Future. 

 

Torture victims interviewed for the report showed "scars and skeletal deformities" and 

suffered "back pain, incorrect healing of fractures, somatic complaints, and depressive 

disorders". 

 

Korea Future launched the report, "Torture and Cruel, Inhuman, or Degrading Treatment 

or Punishment experienced by North Korea's Religious Minorities", on Tuesday. 

 

It is based on 237 interviews with survivors, witnesses, and perpetrators of persecution 

who fled the Marxist dictatorship into democratic South Korea. 

 

It states: "Christianity claims fewer adherents, yet it is the most severely persecuted 

religious tradition within North Korea. 

 

"Underground churches consisting of small congregations exist in North Korea, but are 

rare and subject to extreme levels of persecution." 

 

According to one witness, state security officials beat to death a female Christian prisoner 

who had been running an underground church. 

 

"Her lip was shredded. The officers held her hair and pounded her head against the cell 

bars. One officer told her to lay her hand on the ground. He stepped on it and turned his 

feet 90 degrees. All of her fingers broke. She was denied medical treatment. 

 

"I told her to stop running the underground church, but she said she had church 

members to take care of. She later died after she was seriously physically beaten by 

Ministry of State Security officials," the witness reported. 

 

The report relates how the regime uses deprivation of food in penal facilities as a form of 

torture. 

 

One survivor said: "The correctional officers chopped up frozen radish. There were only 

small pebbles and grains of sand served with the radish. At first, I could not eat the 

radish because of the small pebbles and grains of sand crunching between my teeth. But 

by the fifth day, I had to eat it because I was starving." 

 

Another related: "I was extremely malnourished. My bones were showing. I kept praying 

in the cell because that was my only refuge. If I were to say anything about my religion, 

https://bit.ly/3GTZZ9L
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/608ae0498089c163350e0ff5/t/6185747b98a32923b43b7de8/1636136111825/Persecuting+Faith+-+Documenting+religious+freedom+violations+in+North+Korea+%28Volume+2%29.pdf
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I would either have been executed by firing squad at the penal facility or transferred to a 

political prison camp for the remainder of my life. 

 

"In the penal facility, I had to scavenge grass, beans, and potatoes from the field where I 

was forced to labour just to survive. I ate the crops that were still covered with dirt." 

 

The report describes how the North Korean government has persecuted the followers and 

institutions of Korean Buddhism, Catholicism, Cheondogyo, North Korean Shamanism, 

and Protestantism over a period of 73 years. 

 

Since the late 1950s, the "songbun class system", formed to grade citizens' loyalty to the 

regime, has meant "religious persons are classified as hostile to the state and subject to 

absolute discrimination and persecution". 

 

"The expansion of a political prison camp system, which detains up to three generations 

of families associated with religion for life, has embedded religion and belief as a de facto 

crime in the political and social consciousness of North Korea," it says. 

 

Photo : North Korean leader Kim Jong Un attends a grand military parade celebrating the 

70th founding anniversary of the Korean People's Army.Reuters 

 

 

 

 

USCIRF releases new report on religious freedom in 
North Korea 

 

 

By Dr. Zsuzsa-Anna Ferenczy, consultant for Human Rights Without Frontiers 

 

HRWF (19.08.2021) - On August 18, in the framework of an online event, the U.S. 

Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) released its new report on 

religious freedom in North Korea. The report, entitled “Organized Persecution. 

Documenting Religious Freedom Violations in North Korea” reveals the North Korean 

government’s religious freedom violations based on primary information gathered over 

the past year from in-person interviews with North Korean defectors who are survivors, 

witnesses, and perpetrators of these violations. 

 

USCIRF is an independent, bipartisan US federal government commission created by the 

1998 International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA). USCIRF uses international standards to 

monitor violations of religious freedom or belief abroad and makes policy 

recommendations to the President, the Secretary of State, and Congress.  

 

In the online discussion, USCIRF Commissioners Frederick A. Davie and James W. Carr, 

as well as Investigator Inje Hwang joined the authors of the report, Korea Future’s Chief 

Strategy Officer James Burt and Co-Director Suyeon Yoo. Elizabeth Cassidy, USCIRF 

Director of Research and Policy moderated the event. 

 

https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-08/2021%20Organized%20Persecution%20-%20Documenting%20Religious%20Freedom%20Violations%20in%20North%20Korea.pdf
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The report assesses the organizational structure of religious freedom violations in North 

Korea; the associated methods of enforcing compliance; and specific forms of violations, 

torture, and mistreatment experienced by religion and belief adherents. It finds that the 

North Korean government’s policy of absolute denial of religious freedom has led to 

systematic, ongoing, and egregious violations of this right. 

 

“Religious freedom is non-existent in North Korea”, Commissioner Frederick A. Davie 

noted in his opening remarks. Considering that religious freedom conditions remain 

poorly understood and underreported, the report should help facilitate efforts to hold 

government accountable and bring justice, he stressed. Given that the report provides a 

comprehensive overview of the ongoing systematic violations in the country, 

Commissioner James W. Carr suggested that all those concerned about freedom of 

religion should read the report.  

 

In the same spirit, Suyeon Yoo highlighted that religious persecution in North Korea 

happens in defence of an ideology to sustain the leadership. While until 1940 there were 

thriving religious communities in the country, this is no longer the case; Christians are 

subjected to persecution in a system that is controlled by Kim Jong-un at the top of the 

chain of command. Below are the Organization and Guidance Department, which exerts 

control over the Ministry of State Security responsible for the persecution of Christians, 

and the Ministry of People’s Security responsible for those adhering to Shamanism. 

 

Loyalty and unconditional obedience to the supreme leader is the rationale to all state 

persecution. In schools, children are taught that Christian missionaries are murderous, 

malicious spies of the west. This continues through high-school and higher education, 

leading to the systematic denial of freedom of religion. 

 

For the international community and those who want to protect freedom of religion in 

North Korea, the evidence revealed by the report shows that justice is possible as long as 

there is enough political will to make it happen, Suyeon Yoo stressed. 

 

Investigator Inje Hwang, who worked directly with the interviewees, explained that all 

North Koreans receive ideological propaganda. Indoctrination efforts target Christians for 

the ties that link Christianity with Europe and the United States, which makes it one of 

the most persecuted religions in the country. Since Kim Jong-un came to power, there is 

also an increase in the crackdown on those adhering to Shamanism, following guidance 

from the top leadership. Individuals who want to manifest their faith are often beaten to 

death. Similarly, those found in possession of the Bible are subjected to further violence, 

detained in solitary confinement and beaten. 

 

Concerning accountability options for religious violations, James Burt stressed that we 

should not forget that North Korea is a country where international law has been violated 

for decades. This makes the pursuit of accountability a challenge. It is both about the 

process and the end goal, about upholding international law at every point, and it is not 

directed against North Korea. 

 

In terms of accountability, the most achievable option is targeted human rights sanctions 

against persons and entities responsible for crimes. There is a precedent for such 

sanctions in the United States (2016 and 2017), as well as in the EU and the UK. While 

the International Criminal Court remains another option for accountability, a Russian and 

Chinese veto can block the process. Therefore, an ad hoc international tribunal, as was in 

the case of Yugoslavia or Rwanda, would be more effective.  

 

Finally, there are other alternatives, namely the continued documentation of crimes and 

the preservation of evidence, through for example NGOs, or the Special Rapporteur for 
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North Korea. “To state the obvious, there can be no legal accountability without 

evidence”, Burt stressed.  

 

“Collectively, the international community has tools to hold the North Korean government 

to account.” Burt concluded by urging all members of the international community to 

build political will and create momentum and help with documenting evidence. 

 

For interviews, contact zsuzsaaferenczy@gmail.com  
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