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NORTH KOREAN REFUGEES IN CHINA 

Findings 

• Heightened security along the China-North Korea border 
due to the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic and 
the Chinese government’s pervasive surveillance technology, 
increased the risk of being caught by Chinese police and has 
significantly reduced the defection rate of North Korean refu-
gees. As a result of the closed border, many North Korean 
workers are stranded in China and are living in dire conditions 
without any income, leaving them vulnerable to human traf-
ficking. With the easing of COVID-19 restrictions, defection at-
tempts and detentions rose, as authorities have intensified 
their measures to capture and subsequently repatriate North 
Korean refugees. 
• According to the U.N. Special Rapporteur on the situation of 
human rights in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
(DPRK), as of June 30, 2023, an estimated 2,000 North Korean 
refugees were awaiting repatriation in China. Additionally, ex-
perts point out that the cost of defection, which involves paying 
intermediaries or ‘‘brokers’’ to arrange an escape, has greatly 
increased due to the risks associated with defecting from North 
Korea. 
• Repatriated North Koreans remain vulnerable to torture, im-
prisonment, forced labor, and execution. According to the Citi-
zens’ Alliance for North Korean Human Rights (NKHR), a non-
governmental organization advocating for human rights in 
North Korea, Chinese companies and the DPRK government 
likely derive financial benefits from forcibly repatriating refu-
gees to North Korea, where they are allegedly subjected to 
forced labor in detention facilities operated by the DPRK gov-
ernment. This forced labor reportedly involves the production 
of goods for Chinese businesses at considerably reduced costs. 

Recommendations 

Members of the U.S. Congress and Administration officials are 
encouraged to take the following actions: 

Æ Urge Chinese authorities to grant legal status to North Ko-
rean women and men who marry or have children with citizens 
of the People’s Republic of China. Ensure that children born of 
such marriages are granted resident status and access to basic 
rights in accordance with Chinese law and international stand-
ards. 
Æ Urge the United Nations to use its influence in calling upon 
China to ensure that North Korean women and girls who have 
become victims of trafficking are not penalized for breaking im-
migration law, while ensuring their provision of temporary res-
idence permits and essential services; and facilitate unre-
stricted access for the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees and relevant humanitarian organizations to North 
Korean trafficking victims in China. 
Æ Reauthorize the North Korean Human Rights Act (Public 
Law No. 108–333) to equip the nominated Special Envoy for 
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North Korean Refugees in China 

Human Rights in North Korea with all the necessary tools to 
provide humanitarian assistance to North Korean refugees in 
China. 
Æ Work with like-minded allies and partner countries to fully 
implement the recommendations of the U.N. Commission of In-
quiry on Human Rights in the Democratic People’s Republic of 
Korea, as they pertain to the refugees in China. 
Æ Consistent with the assistance programming authorized by 
the North Korean Human Rights Act, and coordinating with 
the South Korean government and other allies and partners, 
fund programs that assist North Koreans outside of North 
Korea, including projects to stop trafficking, protect refugees, 
and amass concrete information about the situation of North 
Koreans in China. 

VerDate Sep 11 2014 11:55 May 10, 2024 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00002 Fmt 9903 Sfmt 9903 E:\CECC SF\FINAL CECC\INDIVIDUAL CHAPTERS\NORTH KOREAN REFUGEES IN CHINsw
in

ds
or

2 
on

 L
A

P
4H

C
V

D
43

P
R

O
D

 w
ith

 D
IS

T
IL

LE
R



3 

NORTH KOREAN REFUGEES IN CHINA 

Introduction 

The Chinese government considers North Korean refugees in 
China to be illegal migrants and maintains a policy of forcible repa-
triation based on a 1998 border protocol with the Democratic Peo-
ple’s Republic of Korea (DPRK).1 Repatriated North Koreans often 
face torture, imprisonment, forced labor, execution, forced abor-
tions, and sexual violence.2 

Regardless of an individual’s reason for leaving the DPRK, the 
treatment of forcibly repatriated refugees by the DPRK government 
renders North Koreans in China as refugees sur place who fear 
persecution upon return to their country of origin.3 Jung Hoon Lee, 
who formerly served as the Republic of Korea’s Ambassador for 
North Korean Human Rights, testified at a Commission hearing in 
June 2023 that, while famine-related economic migrants are not 
categorized as refugees under international legal standards, ‘‘the 
case of North Koreans is different; the main reason for their defec-
tion to a foreign country—economic plight—is the political outcome 
of a failed socialist system under totalitarian rule.’’ 4 

The forced repatriation of North Korean refugees by the Chinese 
government contravenes China’s international obligations under 
the 1951 U.N. Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and 
its 1967 Protocol, to which China has acceded.5 Under the principle 
of non-refoulement, China is also obligated under the Convention 
against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treat-
ment or Punishment to refrain from forcibly repatriating persons 
if there are ‘‘substantial grounds for believing that [they] would be 
in danger of being subjected to torture.’’ 6 

Border Conditions during the COVID-19 Pandemic 

Heightened security along the China-North Korea border and 
coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) travel restrictions have de-
terred refugees from attempting to cross the border and contrib-
uted to a significant decline in the number of North Koreans reach-
ing South Korea via China.7 After arriving in China, North Korean 
refugees are monitored by surveillance technology—artificial intel-
ligence (AI)-based facial recognition software and video cameras— 
which has made it increasingly difficult for North Korean refugees 
who lack legal identification documents to travel internally using 
public transportation in China.8 In 2021 and 2022, 63 and 67 
North Koreans reached South Korea, respectively, the lowest num-
bers recorded since South Korea’s Ministry of Unification began 
tracking arrivals in 1998.9 Meanwhile, a COVID-19-related border 
closure enforced by North Korean authorities beginning in January 
2020 prevented Chinese officials from repatriating North Koreans 
who previously fled to China.10 
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North Korean Refugees in China 

According to the U.N. Special Rapporteur on the situation of 
human rights in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, as 
many as 2,000 North Korean refugees were detained in China as 
of September 2022.12 The Citizens’ Alliance for North Korean 
Human Rights (NKHR), a nongovernmental human rights group, 
expressed concern that when the border closure is lifted, mass re-
patriation will begin, incentivized by the potential to exploit re-
fouled refugee labor.13 The group’s findings suggested that repatri-
ated North Koreans provide free forced labor for textiles, fake eye-
lashes, and wigs labeled ‘‘Made in China,’’ although they are pro-
duced in North Korean detention facilities.14 

The increased risks associated with illegally crossing the North 
Korean border into China and, subsequently, neighboring countries 
during the COVID-19 pandemic reportedly led to a rise in the fi-
nancial expenses related to defection.15 The fees paid to brokers, 
who aid North Koreans in navigating the route from North Korea 
to South Korea through China, have escalated from thousands of 
dollars before the pandemic to tens of thousands of dollars per per-
son.16 After escaping North Korea, refugees face the possibility of 
repatriation and ensuing abuse and maltreatment.17 Despite such 
risks and higher expenses, North Koreans’ attempts to defect to 
South Korea increased as COVID-19 restrictions eased.18 This rise 
in attempted defections resulted in an increase in detentions, as 
PRC authorities intensified their efforts to apprehend and ulti-
mately repatriate North Korean refugees.19 
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North Korean Refugees in China 

North Korean Workers in China during the 
COVID-19 Pandemic 

In July 2022, the U.S. State Department estimated that between 
20,000 and 100,000 North Korean workers remained in China, where 
many are subjected to forced labor and abusive working conditions.20 
Due to the pandemic-related closure of borders, North Korean workers 
who had arrived before the pandemic were unable to return home after 
their contracts with local companies had expired.21 In written testimony 
presented at a Commission hearing, Greg Scarlatoiu, Executive Director 
of the Committee for Human Rights in North Korea, cited comments 
made by Jung Gwang-il, North Korean defector and director of an activ-
ist group who provided information about the difficulties facing such 
workers.22 According to Jung, North Korean workers in China report-
edly faced challenges finding employment after their initial contracts 
ended during the COVID-19 pandemic.23 Consequently, according to 
Jung, these predominantly female workers, previously employed in sew-
ing factories, were ‘‘sold’’ by local brokers to work in temporary jobs.24 
This situation resulted in widespread malnutrition among the workers, 
who often resorted to salvaging and boiling discarded vegetables from 
local markets.25 Some workers reportedly committed suicide due to their 
inability to remit sufficient funds back home to compensate for the 
bribes that they paid to be sent abroad.26 

Trafficking of North Korean Women in China 

According to human rights organizations and survivors of traf-
ficking, thousands of women who aim to flee North Korea are ex-
ploited by human smugglers and sex traffickers.27 Conditions for 
North Korean women in China reportedly worsened during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, because pandemic-related border restrictions 
left North Koreans unable to leave the country and employment op-
portunities ended, leaving North Korean women vulnerable to sex 
traffickers.28 

During the May 2023 review of China’s compliance with its obli-
gations under the U.N. Convention on the Elimination of Discrimi-
nation against Women (CEDAW),29 a member of the CEDAW Com-
mittee asked the Chinese delegation about the PRC government’s 
forcible repatriation of North Korean women refugees in China to 
the DPRK, and inquired about the legal path to refugee status for 
North Korean women who have children in China.30 In response, 
one of the Chinese delegates asserted that North Korean women 
are in China for ‘‘economic reasons’’ and are not eligible for legal 
protections.31 A joint submission by two civil society organizations 
to the CEDAW Committee highlighted the vulnerability of North 
Korean women in China to sex trafficking and forced marriage, as 
well as the lack of rights protections for North Korean women and 
their children.32 According to a civil society advocate, this was the 
‘‘first time that the CEDAW has discussed China’s role in perpet-
uating human rights abuses against North Korean women.’’ 33 
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North Korean Refugees in China 

Children of North Korean and Chinese Parents 

The children of undocumented North Korean mothers and Chi-
nese fathers continue to be deprived of legal protections guaranteed 
under Chinese law.34 In its 2022 human rights report, the U.S. 
State Department estimated that approximately 30,000 children in 
China who were born to North Korean mothers and Chinese fa-
thers were unregistered.35 Under the PRC Nationality Law, all 
children born in China are entitled to Chinese nationality if either 
parent is a Chinese citizen.36 North Korean mothers and Chinese 
fathers, however, frequently encounter difficulties in obtaining 
birth registration and nationality documents for their children.37 
The U.S. State Department also noted that some Chinese fathers 
have avoided registering children in order to prevent authorities 
from discovering their North Korean partner’s undocumented sta-
tus.38 Without proof of resident status, these children may not le-
gally access educational and other public services.39 The denial of 
nationality rights and access to education for these children con-
travenes China’s obligations under the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child and the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights.40 
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zhijian chusheng de wu guoji ertong chu zai ‘baohu sijiao’ ’’ [Children born of defector North Ko-
rean women and Chinese men exist in a ‘‘dead corner without protection’’], Daily NK, June 2, 
2023. 

40 Convention on the Rights of the Child, adopted by U.N. General Assembly resolution 44/ 
25 of November 20, 1989, entry into force September 2, 1990, arts. 2, 7, 28(1)(a). Under the Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child, China is obligated to register children born within the coun-
try immediately after birth and also to provide all children with access to education without 
discrimination on the basis of nationality. International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 
adopted by U.N. General Assembly resolution 2200A (XXI) of December 16, 1966, entry into 
force March 23, 1976, art. 24. 

VerDate Sep 11 2014 11:55 May 10, 2024 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00009 Fmt 9903 Sfmt 9903 E:\CECC SF\FINAL CECC\INDIVIDUAL CHAPTERS\NORTH KOREAN REFUGEES IN CHINsw
in

ds
or

2 
on

 L
A

P
4H

C
V

D
43

P
R

O
D

 w
ith

 D
IS

T
IL

LE
R



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue true
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages false
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth 8
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages false
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth 8
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck true
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly true
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <>
    /CHT <>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV <>
    /HUN <>
    /ITA (Utilizzare queste impostazioni per creare documenti Adobe PDF che devono essere conformi o verificati in base a PDF/X-1a:2001, uno standard ISO per lo scambio di contenuto grafico. Per ulteriori informazioni sulla creazione di documenti PDF compatibili con PDF/X-1a, consultare la Guida dell'utente di Acrobat. I documenti PDF creati possono essere aperti con Acrobat e Adobe Reader 4.0 e versioni successive.)
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die moeten worden gecontroleerd of moeten voldoen aan PDF/X-1a:2001, een ISO-standaard voor het uitwisselen van grafische gegevens. Raadpleeg de gebruikershandleiding van Acrobat voor meer informatie over het maken van PDF-documenten die compatibel zijn met PDF/X-1a. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 4.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents that are to be checked or must conform to PDF/X-1a:2001, an ISO standard for graphic content exchange.  For more information on creating PDF/X-1a compliant PDF documents, please refer to the Acrobat User Guide.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 4.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


