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INTRODUCTION

In 2012, the Committee for Human Rights in North Korea (HRNK)
published a second edition of The Hidden Gulag: The Lives and Voices of
"Those Who are Sent to the Mountains.” The 229-page report was based
on the testimony of sixty former prisoners and prison guards, rein-
forced by satellite images. The prisoners had been held in prison camps
and other notorious detention facilities.

Later that same year, following media reports that Camp No. 22
(Hoeryong, North Hamgyong Province) had been closed, HRNK; in
collaboration with DigitalGlobe,* published two reports on Camp No.

22 in October and December. These reports recommended that further
research be conducted to understand if the North Korean gulag was
undergoing a transformation.

This brief report updates the information provided in the second
edition of The Hidden Gulag in four areas:

(1) The nature of the sources of information on North Korea'’s
kwan-li-so political prison camps;

(2) The “closing” of Camp No. 22 (Hoeryong, North Hamgyong
Province) and the fate of missing prisoners;

(3) The “dismantlement” of Camp No. 18 (Bukchang, South
Pyongan Province) and whether this could act as a model; and
(4) The present estimate of the kwan-li-so prison camp population

1 DigitalGlobe is a leading global provider of high-resolution satellite photographic
images.

2 See North Korea’s Camp No. 22 (DigitalGlobe Analysis Center and Committee for
Human Rights in North Korea (HRNK), 2012); and Camp No. 22 — Update (Digital-
Globe and HRNK, 2012).




—how many of the tens of thousands of North Korean citizens
who were deported and incarcerated have survived the half-
dozen political penal labor colonies that are known to operate
into the present millennium.:

This update is based on interviews conducted with former prisoners
and guards in Seoul in April of 2013, interviews with other researchers,
news reporters and experts on North Korea, assessments of contem-
porary non-governmental organization (NGO) reports, and assess-
ments of contemporary satellite photo images.

|. INFORMATION TIME LAGS AND THE
CHANGING NATURE OF INFORMATION ABOUT
THE PRISON CAMPS

The basic information on North Korean prison camps has come
primarily from former prisoners who were released, or, in two
instances, escaped from the camps and were able to flee North Korea
to China and make it from China to South Korea, where they became
accessible to scholars, journalists and investigators. Secondarily, basic
information comes from former guards at the camps, and other North
Korean security police officials who also fled to China and defected

to South Korea. Their testimonies have been re-enforced by satel-

lite photographic images of the prison camps, in which the former
prisoners and guards have been able to identify scores of landmarks
within the camps.

3 This update does not include information on the other penal and forced labor
institutions in North Korea (known variously as kyo-hwa-so or jip-kyul-so, provincial
or sub-provincial prison, and forced-labor facilities or the ro-dong-dan-ryeon-dae
mobile labor brigades) that also incarcerate persons under brutal conditions for
political offenses.




The former prisoners and guards have provided long hours of minutely
detailed information on how the various camps operate, along with
their own personal experiences and eyewitness accounts. Some
former prisoners were held for three years, some for a decade, and

a few for multiple decades. Their accounts have provided detailed
information on the operation of the camps over a period of nearly forty
years—from 1970 to 2007.

However, the last known prisoner release occurred in 2007. Since then,
contemporary information comes in a very different way from very
different sources. Before describing those sources and the nature of
their information, it is important to note that there had usually been
a two to five year delay between the time when human rights viola-
tions occur and when the international community actually learns
about them.

Many of the severe human rights violations in North Korea have
taken place behind electrified barbed wire fences in a country whose
leaders have gone to great lengths to isolate its citizenry from any

4 Two dozen testimonies from former kwan-li-so labor camp prisoners are summa-
rized in The Hidden Gulag, 2nd ed., (Washington D.C.: HRNK, 2012). There are in
addition three excellent English language biographies about former prisoners (Blaine
Harden, Escape from Camp 14,which tells the story of Shin Dong-hyuk (New York:
Viking Press, 2012); Pierre Rigoulot, Aquariums of Pyongyang, which tells the story of
Kang Chul-hwan's experience at Camp No. 15 (New York: Basic Books, 2001); and Kim
Yong with Kim Suk-young, Long Road Home, which tells the story of KimYong's expe-
rience at Camps No. 14 and 18 (New York: Columbia University Press, 2009). There
are additional prisoner and guard autobiographies in Korean. Five hundred pages of
disaggregated information from former prisoners mostly categorized by phenomena
of repression may be found in Political Prison Camps in North Korea Today (The Data-
base Center for North Korean Human Rights (NKDB), 2012). Information is also found
in the "White Papers” published by the Korean Institute for National Unification, a
Seoul-based think tank, the (South) Korean Bar Association, and reports by several
South Korean NGOs.




and all contact with the outside world. After releases or escape from
the prison camp,® most former prisoners spend months or years inside
North Korea, plotting their dangerous escape to China. And then, they
spend additional months or years in China earning enough money and
making the connections for the (usually months-long) trip from China
to South Korea, sometimes through Mongolia or, more often, through
southern China and Southeast Asia.”

In many other countries in today’s world, human rights violations
take place against a citizenry armed with photo and video capable
mobile phones with internet connection, or even in the presence of
CNN or BBCTV cameras, in which case repressive acts are known to
the outside world in real time, virtually instantaneously. In most other
countries in today’s world, journalists, scholars, and human rights
investigators are able to enter the country to do on-site reporting and
investigations. Nothing of the sort is possible in North Korea. Until one
or two years ago, documenting the human rights situation depended
on waiting until a North Korean with personal or eye-witness knowl-
edge fled North Korea, and usually until that person safely arrived in
South Korea.?

5 Only two of the prison camps operating at the turn of the millennium—Camps No.
15 and 18—had “revolutionizing zones" or “cleared” areas from which, or in which,
prisoners were returned to North Korean society. The other kwan-li-so prison camps
incarcerated citizens deemed irremediably counter-revolutionary and consigned to
forced labor until death.

6 To my knowledge only two prisoners have escaped from the kwan-li-so prison
camps, Shin Dong-hyuk and KimYong, whose stories are in the biographies noted in
footnote 4.

7 See Melanie Kirkpatrick, Escape from North Korea: The Untold Story of Asia’s Under-
ground Railroad (New York: Encounter, 2012) for descriptions of the flights of the

North Korean refugees.

8 North Koreans traveling through China or Southeast Asian countries without valid




The resulting time lag in obtaining detailed information on the human
rights situation described above has complicated the ability to track
changes in North Korea’s complex system of arbitrary detention and
forced labor. Furthermore, this massive system of multiple and severe
violations has been anything but stable. Over the course of almost
sixty years since Kim Il-sung firmly and brutally monopolized political
power in the late 1950s, various prison camps were set up, operated
for a decade or so, and then closed. The prisoner populations would
transfer to a different area, opening up a new prison camp or enlarging
an existing prison camp.

There have also been continuous changes within the labor camps.»
Some changes are visible in the satellite photographs of the camps.
However, such changes often still require eyewitness testimony to
inform and/or confirm what the changes mean.

Overall, there has been a consolidation of forced labor encampments.
Between the late 1950s and early 1970s, ten prison camps entirely
filled with persons deported without trial for presumed, real, or imag-
ined political offenses were set up. Over time, these labor camps were
consolidated into a half-dozen often very large political penal labor
colonies called kwan-li-so (literally translated as “managed places”).

and proper travel documents risk forced repatriation (as recently happened to a
group of nine young North Koreans forcibly repatriated from Laos) to North Korea,
where they often face draconian punishment for having exercised their right to leave
their country of origin.

9 Forexample, at Camp No.15 (Yodok) in 1999 a new single prisoner section, called
Sorimchon, was set up in a “revolutionizing” section of the prison camp to hold
prisoners—including persons repatriated from China, former North Korean diplo-
mats and higher level officials suspected of reactionary ideas, and persons suspected
of religious offenses such as participating in a Bible-study—many of whom were
released after three years. Later, the name of this section of the camp was changed
to Kumchon-ri.




Five of these prison camps were described in the 2012 edition of The
Hidden Gulag.

Since the completion of the research interviews for that publication,
one of these large encampments, Camp No. 22 (Hoeryong, North
Hamgyong Province) has been closed. The prisoners were reportedly
transferred to other prison camps. The large area of the camp, with
its coalmines and farmlands, was turned over to local civilian authori-
ties. Another, Camp No. 18 (Bukchang, South Pyongan Province) was
dismantled—essentially restoring the liberties to all but a fraction of
the inmates. These releases mostly occurred prior to the publication
of the 2nd edition of The Hidden Gulag, but because of the information
time lag described above, this was not well known or well understood
at the time of publication.»

New, but Limited, Sources of Information

Within the last several years, information about the present situation
in North Korea comes from a new source: tiny bits or parcels of infor-
mation from “sources” in North Korea using illegal cell phones to reach
telephone callers in South Korea via the cell phone transmission towers
located in China. Since 2000, almost 27,000 North Koreans have fled
North Korea to China and travelled on from China to South Korea.
These newly arrived refugees, or defectors, as they are called in South
Korea, have found ingenious ways to stay in contact with their family
members and friends still in North Korea. Ethnic Korean citizens of
China, who are involved in providing Chinese made consumer goods

10 The “clearance” or the restoration of liberties to some prisoners at Camp No. 18
was described, largely via the testimony of Mrs. Kim Hye-Sook (see pp. 70-73 and
170-171, The Hidden Gulag, 2nd ed.), but the scope of these releases was not known
to the present author until after the completion of research for the second edition of
The Hidden Gulag.




to the markets in North Korea (that the North Korean authorities have
not been able to suppress), carry small Chinese-manufactured cell
phones with pre-paid calling cards into North Korea. At the request

of former North Koreans now residing in South Korea, the Korean
Chinese petty-traders and brokers seek out specified persons, who

are then given the phones and calling cards. These persons then travel
close enough to the Chinese border to come within range of the cell
phone transmission towers in China along the border with North Korea.

Some cities and counties of North Korea, such as Sinuiju in North
Pyongan Province or Onsong and Hoeryong in North Hamgyong Prov-
ince are within range of the cell phone transmission towers in China.
While illegal and dangerous for those North Koreans who cannot afford
to pay the police bribes, illegal telephone communications between
North and South Koreans are commonplace. This has led to the
creation of news services in which reporters in South Korea, and also

in Osaka, Japan and Washington DC, develop “sources” within North
Korea, who provide information on various topics and issues inside
North Korea. Needless to say, these “sources” have to remain entirely
confidential, as the entire enterprise is illegal and highly dangerous.

What is more salient to our present concern is that the information
from these North Korean sources comes in very small sound bites, or
bits and pieces of information, on happenings or things that can be
easily observed and quickly communicated. This is very different from
the investigative reporting that can be done with defectors who are
safely residing inside South Korea; human rights researchers can sit
and question such former prisoners or prison guards for hours-worth
of the details that enable consistent and coherent in-depth accounts.

11 The Seoul-based DailyNK, Osaka-based Rim-jim-gang, and Washington, DC-based
Radio Free Asia (RFA).




It is such bits and pieces of information from such sources inside North
Korea that we have to rely on in order to understand recent develop-
ments involving one of the formerly largest—in geographic size and
population—prison camps in North Korea.

Il. THE MISSING PRISONERS FROM CAMP NO. 22

Mr. Ahn Myong-chul, a former guard at Camp No. 22 from 1990 to
1994, has been able to provide great detail on that camp’s operations.=
Officially termed “Chosun People’s Security Unit 2209” or “Paeksan-ku
Ministry of State Security,” Camp No. 22 is a sprawling encampment
covering an area some 50 kilometers (31 miles) in length by 4o kilo-
meters (25 miles) in width. Camp No. 22 is commonly identified by its
association to the nearby sizeable city of Hoeryong, North Hamgyong
Province, a city well known in North Korea as the heralded hometown
of Kim Il-sung’s wife and Kim Jong-il's mother.= Originally opened in
the mid-1960s, the camp expanded in the 1980s and 1990s. Three
areas within Camp No. 22 are identified with Chungbong (the site of a
major coal mine), Sawul, and Haengyong.* Other areas within Camp
No. 22 are identified as Sowon-po and I-dong.

12 His guard duties included making deliveries by truck to various parts of the
sprawling encampment, so he saw a great deal of the camp and talked to many other
camp officials. Being a prison camp guard was his assignment during his years as a
draftee in North Korea’s army, and he was also assigned to guard duties at Camps
No. 11, 13, and 26.

13 Camp No. 22 is described on pp. 77-78 of The Hidden Gulag, 2nd ed. Satellite pho-
tographs appear on p. 222.

14 Political Prison Camps in North Korea Today (NKDB, 2011), 106-07.

15 North Korea’s Camp No. 22, DigitalGlobe and HRNK, op. cit., 3.




Prisoners at Camp No. 22 mined coal that was shipped to the Chongjin
thermal power plant to provide electricity for the Kimchaek steel
mills. The camp also had extensive collective farm areas for growing
corn, potatoes, beans and numerous vegetables. Its prison population
included former prisoners from nearby Camp No. 11 (Kyongsong) and
Camp No. 13 (Jongsong). These camps were thought to hold some
20,000 and 30,000 prisoners, respectively. When these camps were
closed in or around 1990, many prisoners were transferred to Camp
No. 22, which could then have held as many as 50,000 prisoners.:
Some twenty years later, a South Korean government report to the
South Korean National Assembly noted that Camp No. 22 held some
30,000 prisoners.

Satellite imagery of Camp No. 22 has been analyzed, initially in the Far
Eastern Economic Review,” and the first edition of The Hidden Gulag,*
and much more intensively by professional satellite image analysts at
DigitalGlobe, in collaboration with HRNK. In mid-2012, North Korean
refugee/defector sources in Seoul, and the news bureaus described
above that utilize North Korean “sources” still in North Korea, reported
that Camp No. 22 had been “closed.” But satellite imagery from Digi-
talGlobe and HRNK indicated that the areas included within the Camp

16 Some prisoners from Camp No. 11, which was closed to convert the picturesque
area into a villa for Kim ll-sung, were also reportedly transferred to Camp No. 15 (Yo-
dok, South Hamgyong Province). The reason Camp No. 13 was closed is not known,
though it may have been thought to be too close to the border with China. (Another
such detention facility, Camp No. 12, was also located in North Hamgyong Province,
at Changpyong, although this camp was also closed in 1989).

17 Far Eastern Economic Review, 12 Dec. 2002.
18 The Hidden Gulag, 1st ed., (Washington D.C.: 2003), 113-17.

19 North Korea’s Camp No. 22, DigitalGlobe and HRNK, op. cit., and Camp No. 22 —
Update, op. cit.




No. 22 area continued to teem with activity. Their reports left open
the possibility that the prisoners might have been removed and subse-
quently replaced with farmer and laborers from other locations within
Northern Hamgyong Province.

The news outlets for sources within North Korea provided additional
detail indicating that the prison camp itself had been closed, the
prisoners and guards transferred elsewhere, and the administration
of that area returned to the regular or normal provincial authorities
(even including local phone numbers for administrative offices within
the former prison camp). These sources indicated that local farmers
from the area, who were allowed to come and farm these plots, were
now working the farmland previously worked by prisoners. Coal miners
from the Kungsim coal mine (only some two kilometers outside of
the former perimeter fence of Camp No. 22) were transferred to the
Chungbong mine on the site of the former prison camp.»

Satellite image analysis indicated that: 1) that several buildings in the
Haengyong area of Camp No. 22, identified by former North Koreans
now resident in Seoul as interrogation and detention facilities located
within the former political penal labor colony, had been razed,* and 2)
of the forty-six probable guard towers identifiable around the seven-
ty-five kilometer perimeter of Camp No. 22, a “significant number of
guard post and towers had been either razed or abandoned.”» Satel-

20 Indeed, according to these sources, this possibility brought relief to civilian
Hoeryong officials, who had been worried about Kungsim coal mine’s near deple-
tion and what do with or about the Kungsim miners and their families. *From Prison
Camp to Coal Hub” RFA, 6 Nov. 2012, www.rfa.org/English/korea/camp.

21 North Korea’s Camp No. 22, DigitalGlobe and HRNK, op. cit., 3.

22 North Korea’s Camp No. 22 - Update, DigitalGlobe and HRNK, op. cit., 3. (Al-
though, it should be noted, several guard towers still appeared operational.)



www.rfa.org/English/korea/camp

lite analysis also showed only small-scale mining activity at Kungsim
mine, where formerly, there were sizable mines,= and the coalmines at
Chungbong appeared to be operating at relatively consistent levels.>

The following summarizes what was reported by DailyNK and Radio
Free Asia (RFA), and reported to the author of this report orally during
interviews in Seoul in March 2013:

* Prior to the closing, the families of prison officials at the camps
were observed selling food produce from the camp at local
markets;

* Trucks, reportedly holding prisoners, were observed going at
night from the camps to the train station in Hoeryong;

* Trains, reportedly holding prisoners, were observed departing
Hoeryong at night heading south;

* Some sources reported that the nighttime movements
occurred in March, April, and June of 2012; other accounts have
the nighttime movement of trains heading south continuing
through September and even December of 2012;

* Some sources posited that the reason for the closing of the
prison camp was the disappearance (and presumed defection) of
the prison camp commandant and another prison official.>

As noted above, there is a significant volume of phone calls between
North Koreans from North Hamgyong Province now resident in South
Korea and their friends and relatives back in North Korea. Because

23 Ibid,, 3.
24 Ibid., 3.

25 The original source of this information was a North Korean soldier whose unit was
reportedly mobilized to search along the border for the missing prison camp officials.




Camp No. 22 was so close to Hoeryong City, the residents of Hoeryong
commonly knew about the prison camp. Local residents of Hoeryong
report that regular citizens—farmers from Saebyeol and Eundeok
counties, and miners from Onsong—were now moving into the farm-
land and mines previously worked by prisoners. And the area of the
camp was now under the jurisdiction of reqgular North Hamgyeong
provincial authorities and Hoeryong City authorities. And even that the
work unit headquarters in the former camp can now be telephoned

on local civilian phone lines (which certainly was not the case when

the prison camp was under the control of the Bo-wi-bu State Security
Department (SSD) political police).>¢ Based on the considerable volume
of communications between Koreans in South Korea and the far north-
east corner of North Korea, the consensus in the North Korean defector
community in South Korea is that Camp No. 22 is no longer operating.

The Fate and Whereabouts of the Former Prisoners

It appears that the area of the former camp is now accessible to the
local civilian population and economy. However, the primary concern
is the fate and whereabouts of the former prisoners—those who were
severely deprived of their liberties and subjected to a lifetime of forced
labor under extraordinarily inhumane conditions.

One of the news stories on the closing of Camp No. 22, an October 6,
2012 dispatch from RFA, reported that “following a food shortage,”
the prisoner population had “dwindled rapidly from 30,000 to 3,000.”~
According to the RFA reporter, who is also a defector, North Korea's

26 The State Security Department (SSD) has also been translated as State Secu-
rity Agency.

27 “From Prison Camp to Coal Hub” RFA, op. cit.




2009 currency devaluation (whereby camp authorities were reportedly
unable to purchase food in markets to supplement the crops grown in
the camps) combined with bad harvests resulted in the death of large
numbers of prisoners after 2010. If even remotely accurate, this is an
atrocity requiring much closer investigation.

A reporter from DailyNK, who wrote several of the stories on Camp No.
22’s closing and is also a former North Korean citizen who fled to China
and South Korea, told me he “presumed” the transferred prisoner popu-
lation to include some 7,000 to 8,000 persons. But even this is a dramatic
diminution from the 30,000 estimated prisoners only several years ago.

Where Did They Go?

No sources or accounts indicate that the former prisoners from Camp
No. 22 were in any way released or “cleared” as happened to thou-
sands of former prisoners from Camp No. 18 (as described below).
Several of these news stories indicated that the former prisoners from
Camp No. 22 were transferred to Camp No. 16 at Hwasong County,
North Hamgyeong Province (Hwasong has apparently been recently
renamed as "Myeonggam”, and is sometimes referred to by that name
in North Korea). According to the RFA reporter, Camp No. 22 managers
were transferred to Camp No. 16 along with the prisoners, but the
families of the camp managers were transferred subsequently.»

28 The RFA reporter, who wrote this news story based on sources within North
Korea, further related, in correspondence with the present author, that the 2009 cur-
rency devaluation adversely affected the ability of the camp authorities to purchase
food, and that the Hoeryong area in North Hamgyong Province had very bad food
harvests in 2009 and 2010. Thus, large numbers of prisoners succumbed to malnutri-
tion after 2010.

29 And are, according to RFA reporter Moon Sung-hui, among the multiple sources
of the report that the prisoners were transferred to Camp No. 16.




Much less is known about Camp No. 16 compared with the information
available from former prisoners and guards about the other SSD-oper-
ated prison camps. But satellite photographic imagery, analyzed over
time by North Korea Economy Watch, and provided to the author of this
report, indicates some, but “not all that much,” new housing construc-
tion within the perimeter of the sprawling camp.* In order to deter-
mine whether these new constructions could house prisoners trans-
ferred from Camp No. 22, further imagery analysis, and if possible,
eyewitness testimony would be needed.

Additionally, one of the reporters for DailyNK, with many sources
within North Hamgyong Province, said that some prisoners from Camp
No. 22 were also sent to Camp No. 25, just outside of Chongjin City.»
Earlier satellite photography of Camp No. 22 indicated barracks suffi-
cient to hold tens of thousands of prisoners. The precipitous decline in
the number of persons detained at Camp No. 22 requires an explana-
tion. The closure of Camp No. 22 in late 2012 leaves several thousand
former prisoners unaccounted for.

30 The satellite photographs of Camp No. 16 analyzed by North Korea Economy
Watch show construction between 2004 and 2008 to 2010 at coordinates 41 degrees
18'29.39” North by 129 degrees 21'19.80" East; new housing units between 2012

and 2013 at 41 degrees 19'05.69"” North by 129 degrees 20'13.27" East; and current
construction at 41 degrees 18'95.74" North by 129 degrees 20'48.00" East. See http://
www.nkeconwatch.com/2013/07/19/kwanliso-no-16-imagery-update/.

31 Interviewed in Seoul, March 2013. Thought to hold some 5,000 prisoners, Camp
No. 25 is an atypical prison camp. Unlike the other sprawling kwan-li-so political
penal labor colonies, which are spread out over multiple mountains and valleys a