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As a rich man is likely to be a better customer to the industrious people in his 
neighbourhood than a poor, so is likewise a rich nation. [Trade embargoes] by 
aiming at the impoverishment of our neighbours, tend to render that very 
commerce insignificant and contemptible. 

Adam Smith, Wealth of Nations  

International
 

Can Singapore Be Economic Model for NK? 
 
[The following is an edited version of an AP report from its Pyongyang bureau.] 
 
Less than two weeks after being punished with new U.N. sanctions, North Korea has 
sent its ceremonial head of state and two top economic officials to Singapore and 
Indonesia on a trip that appears aimed at drumming up outside investment. 

 

Kim Yong Nam, head of the DPRK's Southeast Asia delegation [Photo:KCNA] 

Kim Yong Nam, president of the Presidium of North Korea’s parliament, the 
Supreme People's Assembly, earlier this month visited Singapore and Indonesia with 
two senior economic officials, according to North Korean state media. Kim, no 
relation to Kim Jong Il and current leader Kim Jong Un, often represents North Korea 
abroad. 

North Korea has focused since 2009 on improving its economy by developing light 
industry, drawing foreign investment and expanding trade. 



With ties remaining tense with South Korea, North Korea is looking elsewhere to 
build economic partnerships. 

Singaporean entrepreneurs already are supplying the DPRK with everything from 
Heineken beer to Hello Kitty, and have introduced some locals to hamburgers, fried 
chicken and Belgian waffles. 

North Korea is looking to diversify its trade, import natural resources and export 

consumer goods with Southeast Asia’s help. 

Singapore offers an attractive model for attracting direct foreign investment, while 
resource-rich Indonesia could give pointers on how to make money from minerals, 
said Cho Bong-hyun, a research fellow at the IBK Economic Research Institute in 
Seoul. 

Kim Yong Nam visited a food factory and an electronics manufacturer in Singapore, 
the official Korean Central News Agency (KCNA) said. 

“Since the 1990s, North Korea has consistently said that it sees Singapore as a 

model for its special economic zones,” said Lim Soo-ho, a researcher at Samsung 
Economic Research Institute in Seoul. 

Accompanying Kim was Ri Kwang Gun, who heads the Joint Venture and Investment 
Commission, in charge of attracting foreign investment. 

North Korea could also try to sell itself to manufacturers looking for cheap labor as 
well as boost exports of its consumer products, analysts said. The other economic 
official in the North Korean delegation was An Jong Su, the minister of light industry, 
KCNA said. 

South Korea, meanwhile, is set to negotiate with China on a free trade agreement that 

may lift tariffs on products made in North Korea’s special economic zones, making 

investment in North Korea more favorable. 

“North Korea has the cheapest labor in the world, less than half of China’s 

(rates),” said Lim. “Foreign investors can manufacture goods in North Korea and 

export them to China.” 

Indonesia, meanwhile, may be able to provide guidance on how North Korea can 
exploit mineral resources that the North Korea Resources Institute in Seoul estimates 
are worth more than US$10 trillion, analysts said. 

Indonesia has had strong ties with North Korea since 1964. In 1965, when the late 
North Korean founder Kim Il Sung paid Indonesia a visit, President Sukarno 
presented him with an orchid dubbed the Kimilsungia. 

North Korean and Indonesian officials signed an agreement to share news stories, 

photos, video and TV footage, and eventually swap journalists, Indonesia’s Foreign 
Ministry said in a statement. 



  

Aminex Pulls Out of NK Offshore Concession 

British energy company Aminex PLC has withdrawn from North Korea, two years 
after signing a deal, through its shareholding in Korex Ltd, covering a 50,000-sq-km 

area off the country’s east coast. 

An Aminex company statement said it was “in the best interests of shareholders for 
the company to withdraw from the Korean exploration program and not participate in 
seismic acquisition. This decision will allow Aminex to focus on growing its African 

portfolio.” 

The company first signed an agreement for co-operation in oil and gas with the DPRK 
government in 2004. In 2010 it formed a partnership with Singapore-based Chosun 
Energy Pte Ltd, which provided finance for the initial stages and a regional base in 
Singapore. 

Aminex said in 2010 that license-holder Korex believed that the East Sea ``has great 

potential for significant discoveries of oil and gas.” 

The statement hinted that ``international sanctions" on the DPRK were a worry. 

  

``China's Jilin Province Speeding Up Border Projects" 

China’s Jilin Province is investing billions of RMB yuan in multiple projects along 
the Sino-North Korean border. The construction is concentrated in areas adjacent to 
major North Korean border towns in the mountainous region, giving it the 
hypothetical potential to provide massive opportunities for future Sino-North Korean 
economic growth. 
 
According to the Jilin Shinmun and other local media outlets, a high-speed railway 
line which will allow travel from Hunchun on the border to Changchun, capital of 
Jilin, in two hours at speeds of up to 250kph, is under construction at a predicted cost 
of 37.7 billion RMB yuan.  
 
Jilin  has included a “five border region highway” in its 12th Five-Year Plan (2011-
2015). The Changchun to Hunchun leg is already open, while the legs from 
Changchun to Huyinan, Songjangheo to Changbai, Changchun to Mt. Baekdu to 
Yanji, Changchun to Linjiang and Changchun to Jibian are under construction. 
Among these locations, Changbai, Linjiang and Jibian are all near to major North 
Korean towns (Hyesan in Yanggang Province, and Junggang and Manpo in Jagang 
Province). 
 
Jilin is also supporting railway construction from Nanpin to nearby Musan and 
Kayisan to Sambong (both in North Hamgyong Province) and Changbai to Hyesan. 
 



When all the construction is complete, there will be a bridgehead connecting the 
Tumen River to the Yalu River and linking all North Korea’s major cities with China, 
according to the Jilin Shinmun.  

  

  

 
 
 

``Various NK Bodies Competing for Investments" 
 
[The following is an edited version of an essay by Andray Abrahamian and Geoffrey 
See of Choson Exchange.] 

North Korea, by all accounts, is rich in valuable natural resources, particularly coal, 
iron ore, gold ore, zinc ore, copper ore, limestone and graphite. North Korea is a 
statistics abyss, however, leaving a lot of guesswork for economists who keep an eye 
on the country. 

There’s growing interest in exploiting these resources for export through joint 
ventures. There are more trade fairs in Pyongyang than ever before, and last autumn 
Rason became the first city outside of the capital to host an international trade fair. 
North Korean investment officers we have worked with on economics and business 
training have been incredibly busy sending delegations out on investment road shows, 
and two major organizations were set up in the last two years to bring in investments. 

Most of that foreign investment is Chinese, of course, and Chinese companies have 

redoubled their focus on securing North Korea’s underground wealth over the last 

several years. For those willing and able to navigate a very trying business 
environment, the combination of cheap labor and accessible resources can potentially 
pay large dividends. 

According to South Korea's KOTRA, China's trade with North Korea has tripled since 

2005. Recent data suggests North Korea’s trade deficit with China has improved on 

the back of natural resources: A joint Yonhap-IBK Economic Research Institute study 
concluded that China imported 8.42 million tons of minerals from North Korea from 
January to September last year, worth US$852 million. This was triple the amount 
imported during the same period of 2010. 

The new leadership recognizes that it can’t rely forever on exhortations to sacrifice 
for the stake of security, and must find a way to deliver economic results. This 
requires foreign currency, and therefore sellable products, of which North Korea has 

few. North Korea’s growing interest in exploiting resources through joint ventures 

can be seen in the radically increased authority that investment agencies have been 
endowed with compared to their predecessors three to four years ago, as well as in the 
investment pitches they've made to investors abroad. 



New investment laws, whether well drafted or not, and public pronouncements in 
favor of investments, whether supported by effective actions or not, make clear the 
government's intentions. Over the last few years there have been multiple 
organizations competing for investments, suggesting a certain degree of competition 
at the apex of North Korean society. Cross-agency communication is notoriously bad 

in North Korea. Indeed, part of the country’s philosophy of centralized rule means 
that organizations share information upward, while remaining aloof from parallel 
organizations. Different investment agencies appear to have different patrons and 
belong to different patronage networks. North Korean government officials have 

described the competition for investments as “intense.” 

As many agencies take a cut of the investments they bring in, the blurred lines 
between profit-seeking and regulatory responsibilities, combined with some degree of 
competition with rival organizations, means that a development strategy based on 
foreign investments could degenerate into rent-seeking by rival patronage networks if 
the process is managed poorly. 

Recent reports from North Korea indicate that the two main agencies dealing with 
investment are now in greater contact with each other. The Joint Venture and 
Investment Committee and the Daepung Investment Group operate under new 
investment laws passed in 2010 and amended in January this year. These laws are 

North Korea’s attempt to clarify the legal status of joint ventures along the lines of 

China’s own investment laws. Unifying competing institutions and revising legal 

codes are both positive signs. 

However, it remains to be seen how the relationship between JVIC and Daepung will 
develop. Discussions with North Koreans indicate that understanding of the rule of 
law and property rights remains weak, that transparency is a major issue, and that 
much commercial activity takes place outside of the legal framework put down on 
paper. This exposes business people without the right connections and backing to 
arbitrary penalties.        

North Korea’s system has shown resilience to the encroachment of unofficial 

sources of news and information that have been growing since the mid-1990s. A more 
marketized economy with greater engagement with the outside world may allow more 
outside information in, yet paradoxically serve to bolster, rather than erode, this 

resilience. We might see a more internationally engaged economy, but one that’s 

still harnessed to maintain the social and political structures essentially as they are. 

Andray Abrahamian is an Executive Director at Choson Exchange 
(www.chosonexchange.org), a Singapore-based non-profit focused on 
economics, business and legal knowledge exchange with North Koreans, 
and a lecturer at the University of Ulsan. Geoffrey See is a Managing 
Director of Choson Exchange. 

 

 



  

 

 

According to Swissinfo: 

Agape International is a Swiss charity with about 60 development and aid projects 
ongoing in 15 countries. It has been active in North Korea since 1995, where its focus 
is on agriculture and energy. 

One area where North Korea has really needed advice is agriculture. After initial 
donations of food to help fight the famine of the mid-1990s, Agape has been helping 
local farmers improve their techniques. 

“North Korea is a mountainous country, like Switzerland; only in the valleys can you 
grow rice and corn,” an Agape spokesman pointed out. ``In comparison, South Korea 
has more favorable conditions for agriculture.” 

“The mechanization of the agro sector is far behind the 1980s, and fertilizer 
production can’t cope with the need,” explained Martin Weiersmüller, country 
director of the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation’s (SDC) office in 
Pyongyang. “In addition to these economic and technical factors, from the mid-1990s 
the weather conditions worsened, and food production fell drastically – which resulted 
in the tragic famine that killed more than one million people.” 

The SDC has been active in North Korea since 1995 and has had an office there since 
1997. 

“We base this presence on the situation of the distressed population, whose basic 
provisions have hardly improved since 1995,” Weiersmüller told swissinfo.ch. 
Boosting food supply security is still the priority for the SDC’s program in North 
Korea, which has a budget of SFr 5.5 million (about US$6 million) for 2012. 

This will be the eighth year that the SDC has helped North Korean farmers learn how 
to cultivate sloping land. To date, about 3,500 people have had the chance to farm ten 
hectares of land in cooperation with the SDC and the local ministry of environmental 
protection. 

“Today, the results of this long-term program are fully recognized, not only by the 
population in the project area, but also by the government, which is looking to extend 
the activities on a nationwide scale,” Weiersmüller said. 

Meanwhile, Agape runs a program under which North Korean farmers live and work 
on Swiss farms to improve their skills. 



Energy is another focus of Agape’s efforts in the DPRK. 

“If you don’t have energy, you cannot increase production through mechanization,” 
the spokesman said. ``And if you don’t achieve mechanization, you need a lot of 
people to do the work.” 

With the support of Agape, North Korean villagers built a windmill in 2009. It 
generates enough power for ten families. Since then, a second and more powerful 
windmill has followed and there has been enough enthusiasm to stage workshops and 
design contests. 

Both the SDC and Agape intend to continue their work in North Korea. 

“The SDC office in Pyongyang, under the lead of Swiss Humanitarian Aid, has 
agreed with the DPRK government on a three-year strategy for 2012-2014.” 
Weiersmüller said. 

  

 

  

Korean Care Friendship Network 

URGENT APPEAL for US$500URGENT APPEAL for US$500URGENT APPEAL for US$500URGENT APPEAL for US$500 

DAMAGED SOLAR WATER HEATER PARTSDAMAGED SOLAR WATER HEATER PARTSDAMAGED SOLAR WATER HEATER PARTSDAMAGED SOLAR WATER HEATER PARTS 

 
A solar water heater, funded by charitable donations from the Rotaract Club of 
Chicago Far North has now reached its destination - a poor North Korea baby 
orphanage, but unfortunately, damage was discovered when the box was opened.  17 
of the required 30 vacuum tubes were damaged in transit over treacherous mountain 
roads 32 km outside of the capital Pyongyang.  
 
Our recipient partners have expressed their deepest apologies and regret, and they 
have even offered to compensate for the loss.  However, we do not want to place this 
undue burden on an organization with already limited resources.  

 
On the brighter side, this is a small loss and so we are urgently asking caring donors 
to contribute a total of US$500 to cover the cost of replacing the 17 damaged vacuum 



tubes as well as some spares, and to pay for express shipping charges.  This is a very 
small price to pay for the much bigger benefit that this water heater will bring to the 
orphaned babies.  

Your donation can be sent to us using Paypal by visiting our cause at: 

www.koreancarefriendship.org. 

 

Please direct any questions to: 

Gary Permenter at gary.permenter@gmail.comor by calling 415 670 9160. 

  

Thank you for your support! 

Kindest regards 
Gary Permenter  

  

  

Inter-Korean
  

 
``Open NK Would Boost ROK Credit Rating” 
 
South Korea's credit rating would improve if North Korea implemented reforms and 
opened its doors to the rest of the world, overseas companies based in South Korea 
believe. According to the South’s Chosun Ilbo, the Korea Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry (KCCI) polled 300 foreign firms located in Seoul, and found that 65.3 
percent of them predicted North Korean reforms would lead to a ratings upgrade for 
the South.  
 
Some 40.6 percent predicted South Korea's rating would improve by two notches, 
38.1 percent one notch, 15.6 percent three notches, and 5.7 percent as much as four 
notches. 
 
Choi Kyu-jong of the KCCI said South Korea's rating, which currently stands at A+ 
on the Fitch ratings scale, could reach Japan's AA or even Hong Kong's AA+. 
 
One in three foreign companies said they would increase investment and hiring in 
South Korea if Pyongyang undertook reforms.  
 
Meanwhile, the Washington Post carried the following (edited) article: 
 
 For much of the previous decade, South Korean leaders encouraged private 
companies to do business with the authoritarian North, seeing the joint ventures as a 
chance for both profit making and peace making. But South Korean President Lee 
Myung-bak has used a series of increasingly aggressive measures to cut off those 



deals, in the process forcing South Korean companies into bankruptcy and leaving 
business executives bitter about Seoul’s policy U-turn. 

These moves have left South Korean executives vowing never again to do business 
with the North, fearing vulnerability to Seoul’s policy changes. 

“The only victims from [Lee’s policy] are the South Korean companies who were 
dealing with North Korea,” said Lee Young-seung, who ran a coal importing 
company. “No government countermeasures have been set up to protect us or help the 
companies that were damaged. I feel let down and neglected.” 

Five years ago more than 400 companies were dealing with the North, either 
importing raw materials such as seafood and sand or using North Korean factories for 
cheap labor. There are now just a handful, economists say — most notably an 
automaker whose president took US citizenship so that he could travel freely on the 
divided peninsula. Since late 2008, the South has routinely denied visas to its citizens 
to visit the North. 

One exception to Lee’s clampdown is the Kaesong Industrial Complex, a still-
growing capitalist enclave just north of the border, that is home to more than 120 
South Korean companies. Seoul is reluctant to yank support for Kaesong because a 
closure would force the government to pay hundreds of millions of dollars in 
insurance to those companies. 

But outside of Kaesong, trade has all but stopped, according to statistics from Seoul’s 
Ministry of Unification. Non-Kaesong trade accounted for US$791 million-worth in 
2007, before Lee came into office. In 2011 non-Kaesong trade totaled just US$4 
million-worth. 

 “South Korean companies have seen that they are vulnerable to political changes,” 
said Cho Bong-hyun, a Seoul-based analyst at the IBK Economic Research Institute. 
“It was a huge setback, if ever South Korea wants to restart that cooperation.” 

During the so-called Sunshine Policy Era that preceded Lee, two South Korea 
presidents -- Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun -- held summit meetings with North 
Korea’s Kim Jong Il, sent generous aid packages to Pyongyang and opened trade links. 

As a result of South Korea’s restrictions on shipping and travel to the North, Kim 
Jung-tae, a Seoul-based businessman, says he has lost US$30 million in potential 
earnings, and all of his initial US$15 million investment. Kim had hoped to open a 
clothing manufacturer in 2009, and planned to use a factory in Pyongyang with 600 
employees. He’d already been through five years of negotiations with the North 
Korean government and another five years of factory construction and hiring. 

But in April 2009, Kim, who’d traveled to the North 95 times, encountered a problem. 
Seoul’s Ministry of Unification would no longer approve his visa. 

That meant Kim couldn’t oversee the factory’s opening. And he couldn’t send 
technicians to train the North Korean workers. 



Kim recently received photos of the abandoned textile machines, corroded and no 
longer usable. Kim’s bank foreclosed on his home and a commercial property in 
Seoul. He rents a room from his son. At age 69, Kim says, he has given up hope on 
his investment. 

Cho, the economist, said that he knew of only one company, Pyeonghwa Motors 
Corp., still doing significant business there. 

Pyeonghwa has survived because it neither imports from nor exports to the South — it 
simply produces and sells cars in North Korea — and because its top executive, as 
well as its upper-level Japanese employees, can still travel to the North (the president, 
Park Sang-kwon, obtained US citizenship ten years ago). 

Workers at Pyeonghwa’s manufacturing plant in Nampo obtain complete-set part kits 
from China and Italy (paying royalties to companies such as Fiat and Brilliance), and 
then produce knockoff models, including one (only recently discontinued) resembling 
a Mercedes-Benz sedan. Pyeonghwa’s biggest customer is the North Korean state 
itself, which owns 30 percent of the company, and which scoops up vans and SUVs in 
bulk, generally preferring automobiles in black. 

But Pyeonghwa faces some inconveniences both because it operates in a country that 
lacks a trusted banking system and because it’s headquartered in a country that 
doesn’t deal with the North. The company calls itself “a bridge between South and 
North Korea,” but it remits its earnings to Seoul by hiring “hand carriers” who lug 
bags of cash to China. From there, the profits — US$800,000 in 2011 — are entered 
into the banking system and transferred to the South. 

 

``Change is Around the Corner for the DPRK" 



 

Roger Barrett, president of KBC, in Kim Il Sung Square, Pyongyang [Photo: KBC]  
 

This month NKNews interviewed Roger Barrett, president of Korea Business 
Consultants (KBC), which has been introducing business people to the DPRK 
for nearly 20 years. Following is the interview, edited for space reasons: 
 
Foreign economic investment in the DPRK has been extremely limited 
for many years. But to assume that business in the DPRK is impossible 
or impractical is simply incorrect. Roger Barrett is a businessman who 
has been involved in trade and investment in the DPRK since the 1990s. 
In Barrett's view, the horizon is a little sunnier now for the DPRK, 
and the time is right for investment. 

 
NKNEWS: When and why did you decide that you wanted to do business in the 

DPRK? 

 
RB: In 1993 I was sent to set up the Hong Kong Telecom office in Seoul. The first 
week I was there a guy came up to me and asked, furtively, if Hong Kong Telecom 
would be interested in doing business in north Korea. I said we'd be very interested, 
and that's how it got started. My first visit was in January 1994. 

 

NKNEWS: We hear a lot about the DPRK’’’’s poor reputation for commercial 

reliability -- meaning many companies refuse to grant them credit. Do you find 

North Koreans easy to deal with? Do they make good business partners and 

customers?  
 
RB: Comparatively, yes, because they really do want to do business. In fact they 
really must do business. They have a lot of resources, and need help developing them: 
through technological assistance, financing or just normal business development. The 
Koreans, on a very human level, appreciate foreigners who see through the politics 
and demonization: They just want to get on with their jobs. This is especially true of 
North Koreans with jobs in foreigner-facing positions: for instance, those working at 
the Ministry of Foreign Trade, or Ministry of Foreign Affairs. I have never personally 
come across some of things they have been accused of (like trading counterfeit 
dollars). Instead, I would argue they are very easy to do business with, because they 
are so focused on acquiring what their country needs. As for the sort of partners they 
are, I have found them to be reliable, as they put good feeling and sustainable 
business ahead of personal needs. 

 



NKNEWS: Many investors are scared away from doing business in the DPRK 

because they fear that a) they will, by injecting cash into the DPRK economy, 

prop up the regime here b) because the prevailing perception of North Korea is 

so overwhelmingly negative, that their own reputation as a company will suffer if 

they are seen to do business there. What is your response to these views?     
  
RB: This point about``propping up a regime" is a distraction from the main issue, 
which is that every country, family and person needs social and personal development. 
This comes, by necessity, from injecting money into the economy, which then 
percolates down through the people. The sanctions interrupt this flow and 

development: they do harm to the government, that’s true, but they also hurt the 
people. It is, in my view, partly why there is unnecessary suffering in rural areas: 
natural disasters and poor agricultural planning certainly play a role, but it is 
irresponsible to ignore the very real impact the sanctions are having on the North 

Korean people’s quality of life. Doing business in the DPRK will stimulate the 

economy, lead to economic progress and, very probably, to a warming of relations 
between the DPRK and its neighbors. Reluctance on the part of businesses to invest in 

the country will – and has – lead to economic stagnation, which will do more harm 

than good in the long term. 

  
NKNEWS: The response to DPRK aggression and nuclear activity has been to 

impose strict sanctions on the country. How have these affected business and 

what options remain open for potential investors? 
  
RB: Words like nuclear, belligerent, militaristic and hostile appear over and over 
again in reference to North Korea, leading many to believe that the only economic 
areas North Korea cares about are its military and nuclear sectors. The reality is that 
food, furniture, clothing and IT manufacture are absolutely crucial: KBC has dealt 
with numerous companies who specialize in these areas. There are a whole host of 
other industries which have very great potential: mining, manufacturing and 
renewable energy to name a few. These are all industries which have potential for 

development without harming anybody’s interests. For businesses from countries 

not prohibited from doing business in the DPRK (such as the US, Japan and South 
Korea currently), these sectors present excellent opportunities for investment as there 
is currently so little competition. 
 

 NKNEWS: What is KBC’’’’s role in attracting or conducting business in the 

DPRK? 
  
RB: We specialize in successful market entry for foreign companies from everywhere 
except those forbidden by their own governments. We provide a comprehensive and 
customized package of information and insight as well as introductions to projects and 
partners. We also arrange visits to Pyongyang with a view to securing investment. We 
offer a kind of turn-key package for those who wish to pursue successful business, 
trade and investment into the market.  

 
 NKNEWS: And finally: The last few months have been turbulent for the DPRK, 

after the death of the DPRK’’’’s  Dear Leader Kim Jong Il and the failed ““““Leap 

Year”””” Deal. With over twenty years experience in the country you have 



witnessed and observed similar periods of potential change in the DPRK. What 

do you think the future holds for the DPRK?  

  
RB: I believe that steady and sustainable change is around the corner for the DPRK. 
This can be speeded up by the creation of  more job opportunities for the people if 
industry and the economy are allowed and encouraged to expand in the way that the 

DPRK’s neighbors have achieved in the last two or three decades. This can be 
achieved through good leadership, international education and understanding as a 

platform for progress. Rome wasn’t built in a day: changes and progress in terms of 

normal economic development don’t happen overnight. But the DPRK has a lot 

going for it: the population has a near 100% literacy rate; they are industrious and 

have a resource-rich nation and modern energy solutions. We shouldn’t 

underestimate the power of the people’s pride: in the DPRK it is a real motivating 

factor, and could propel the nation forward.  Combined with the potential for a new 
``sunshine policy" when the hardline South Korean president, Lee Myung-bak steps 
down in December, we could see real progress over the next couple of years. The 
DPRK could have a prosperous future. 

 

  

 

  

Domestic 

  

Will NK’s Plans for Foreign Investment Make it a Prosperous Nation? 

[The following is an edited version of an article by Bradley O. Babson in 38North] 

North Korea has been claiming for 
some time that 2012 is the year it will demonstrate its credentials as a “strong and 
prosperous nation.” On March 17, 2012, the day after announcing its intention to 
launch a missile and place a satellite in orbit, the Korea Central News Agency 
(KCNA) published new foreign investment laws for the two special economic zones it 
is promoting on the Chinese border: Rason (formerly Rajin-Sonbong) in the far 
northeast and the Hwanggumpyong and Wihwa islands in the Yalu River. The 



juxtaposition of these announcements was most certainly intended to convey that 
North Korea not only is capable of flexing its high tech muscle, but also has a credible 
strategy to attract foreign investment and expand trade, and that real and sustained 
economic growth is just around the corner. Economic expectations were further raised 
when leader Kim Jong Un, in his speech on April 15, declared: “It is the Party’s 
steadfast intention to ensure that the people will never have to tighten their belts 
again.” 

The relatively mild response to the failed satellite launch, coupled with the recently 
announced determination to seek an economic development strategy “on a scientific 
and realistic basis” under reinvigorated Cabinet leadership could yield significant 
upside benefits of legitimacy for the new regime as well as tangible economic 
achievements.  

Since the Rason Special Economic Zone was established in 1993, laws governing its 
status have been amended six times. These amendments represent successive efforts 
to improve the incentives for foreign investors and traders in light of a disappointing 
history of realized investment, despite high expectations on North Korea’s part. This 
learning curve seems to be paying off at last, as both China and Russia have made 
significant infrastructure investments in road, rail and port facilities to take advantage 
of Rason’s ports, and cross-border transshipment has been rising. 

The announcements made at the mid-April meetings of the Korean Workers’ Party 
and Supreme People’s Assembly suggesting a leading role for the Cabinet in guiding 
a unified economic development strategy, along with appointments of new high-level 
economic officials in the Party and Cabinet, are harbingers of new policy and 
organizational initiatives in the months ahead. Particularly noteworthy is the expected 
merger of the independent Taepung Investment Group with the Cabinet Joint Venture 
Investment Committee. Streamlining investment promotion and approval authorities 
in conjunction with implementing the new foreign investment laws could make an 
important difference in getting deals done by reducing competition between different 
parts of the North Korean system and giving investors a clear understanding of their 
counterpart relationships in the new setup. 

The new Rason law aims to develop the zone “into an area of international transit, 
transport, trade, investment, financing, tourism and services,” and gives priority to 
high-tech industry, international logistics business, equipment manufacturing, primary 
processing industry, light industry, service business and modern agriculture. The 
Hwanggumpyong and Wihwa law aims to contribute to “expanding the promoting [of] 
external economic cooperation and exchanges,” and gives priority to information 
technology, light industry, agriculture, commerce and tourism. Rason’s geographic 
isolation from the rest of North Korea and the attractiveness of its port access 
underscore the vision for this area as mainly geared toward exports and servicing the 
interests of China and Russia.  

While backward linkages to the North Korean economy are permitted, the likelihood 
of any significant integration apart from mining is small. Hwanggumpyong and 
Wihwa on the other hand are situated next to the dynamic Chinese Dandong region 
and close to the corridor that most actively links Pyongyang and southern areas of 
North Korea economically to China. Once the necessary infrastructure is in place in 



this zone, the potential for expanding backward linkages to the North Korean 
economy is quite good, both in supply of inputs for production or services in the zone 
and in producing goods in the zone for sale in North Korean markets.  

Three features of these laws are particularly noteworthy. One is that they provide 
incentives and protections that go a long way to addressing risk concerns of investors. 
Second, they permit investment and trade with foreign countries, not limited to China 
and Russia, and explicitly mention the right of Koreans residing outside of North 
Korea to do business in the zones. Third, the administrative apparatus for approval 
and management of the zones is described in considerable detail, which indicates 
close attention to practical issues that are important for investors in implementing the 
laws. 

The incentives and protections for investors include: 

• Land use and transfer rights for up to 50 years;  
• Property rights for buildings;  
• Managerial discretion in business operations, including production, hiring and 

wage setting, sales and pricing;  
• Regard to international practices and standards;  
• Access to markets and financial services in various currencies;  
• Legal protection of economic and personal safety rights;  
• Attractive tax provisions;  
• Preferential tariffs and customs duties; and  
• Dispute resolution by four methods: settlement, mediation, arbitration and 

courts.  

The second notable feature of the new laws is the opening of the special economic 
zones to countries other than China and Russia. This not only raises the expectation 
that North Korea will honor genuine international standards and practices, but also the 
prospect of eventual Japanese involvement in the Rason zone and South Korean 
investment in both zones, when transport and energy infrastructure are in place and 
political conditions permit.  

A pro-North Korean newspaper published in Japan says North Korea is estimated to 
have 15 billion tons of anthracite coal reserves, the second-largest amount in the 
world. The Choson Sinbo reported that North Korea has developed its steel industry 
by using anthracite coal instead of coke. The paper said that if the North starts to 
produce steel on a large scale using its exclusive production method, it would 
significantly boost the North Korean economy. 
 
The paper added that North Korea has the world’s third-largest zinc reserves and 
ninth-largest tungsten reserves, as well as 5.4 billion tons of magnesite reserves. 

   

Pyongyang Holds 13th Spring Trade Fair 

The 13th Pyongyang Spring International Trade Fair was held at the Three-
Revolutions Exhibition Hall May 14-17. 



 

Visitors to the Fair 

Present at the opening ceremony were Kang Sok Ju, vice-premier of the DPRK, Ri 
Ryong Nam, minister of foreign trade, and other officials, delegations of various 
countries and regions, and diplomatic envoys and staff members of foreign embassies 
in Pyongyang. 

A congratulatory speech by O Ryong Chol, deputy minister of foreign trade, followed 
an inaugural speech made by Kim Mun Jong, president of the Korean International 
Exhibition Corporation.  

The speakers welcomed delegations of different countries and regions participating in 
the fair. 

They said that the fair is a prestigious international economic gathering which reflects 
the desire and wish of mankind to establish a new international economic order based 
on independence, and achieve common prosperity and development. 

They said that they hoped for good achievements through broad contacts and positive 
trade dealings. 

They declared the DPRK would in the future, too, further expand and develop 
bilateral and multilateral cooperation in the fields of economy and trade with all 
countries and regions on the principle of equality and mutual benefit. 

At the end of the ceremony, the participants looked round products from companies of 
the DPRK, the Netherlands, Germany, Bulgaria, Switzerland, the UK, Austria, Italy, 
Finland, Poland, Australia, Malaysia, Mongolia, China and China’s Taipei.  

  
The Institute for Far Eastern Studies commented on the Fair: 

The Pyongyang International Trade Fair is held every spring and fall. The exhibition 
is increasing in size and attracting European and other foreign investments. 



The Japan-based newspaper Choson Sinbo reported  that during the period of the fall 
exhibition in 2011, hundreds of business talks went back and forth between the North 
Korean and foreign companies and over 50 trade contracts and investment agreements 
were reportedly signed, with total amount of trade reaching in the millions of US 
dollars.  One contract with a European company was reported to have been for over 
US$10 million. 

Initially, the trade fair drew about 100 participating companies with just about 100 
trade items. This year, however, roughly 300 companies participated and over a 
thousand goods were on display. 

It was also reported that “The items presented at the fair represented all sectors of 

social economic development, with machinery, electronic goods, building materials, 
transport, chemicals, clothing, food, medical and other consumer goods. In addition to 
these items, trade items are transitioning from light industry and consumer goods to 

the state-of-the-art products with CNC technology.” 

Recently, multinational companies are exploring ways to enter the North Korean 
market through such international trade fairs. 

According to the North Korean press, Chinese companies such as Haier, a 
manufacturer of home appliances, and electronics and television manufacturer 
Changhong are in attendance at every trade fair held in Pyongyang. This time, 
particular attention was paid to European companies seeking investment opportunities 
in North Korea, such as a German paper manufacturing company, French flooring 

company, and Sweden’s GIA Industries, a mining equipment supplier. 

The trade fair, which used to be held once a year in the spring, is now also being held 
in the autumn season to meet the increasing interests from multinational companies 
doing trade in Pyongyang. The scale of the fair has been upgraded as well. Normally 
the event is held only on the first two floors of the Three-Revolution Exhibition Hall, 
but to accommodate for growing size, discussions for building an international 
exhibition center are currently underway. 

In the North Korean analysis, certain factors point to the success of the trade fair: 1) 

North Korea’s economic revitalization policy that focuses on modernization of the 

people’s economy with large-scale construction projects, as these are gaining 

attention from overseas companies; and 2) North Korea’s assertive trade goals with 

economic modernization in mind and the hosting of international trade fairs, which 
are resulting in long-term trade contracts and an increasing amount of trade. 

  

China Allows Border Trade in RMB 

Companies doing business with North Korea can now settle their accounts with North 
Korean companies in the Chinese currency, the renminbi (RMB), according to a 
Chinese website. 



Until recently companies conducting border trade with North Korea had to settle their 
accounts in US dollars, euros or yen, but in August 2010, 600 companies based in the 
area of Dandong, on the border between China and North Korea, were permitted to do 
so in renminbi, and this has now been extended to all companies involved in  border 
trade, investment and service industries, the report said. 

The RMB has long been an accepted currency in the DPRK, and the latest 
announcement seems to stem from an agreement between China and the DPRK. If it 
works, it will be a big relief for foreign investors worried about fluctuating exchange 
rates. 

  

Tanchon Port Completed 

KCNA reported that a new modern trading port has been completed in the area of 
Tanchon in South Hamgyong Province. 

 

The opening ceremony for Tanchon Port [Photo:KCNA] 

The construction of the port, with a cargo traffic capacity of millions of tons, provides 

a guarantee for greatly contributing to developing the nation’s foreign trade and 

improving the people’s living standard. 

Present at a ceremony for the completion of the construction  were Choe Yong Rim, 
Kwak Pom Gi, Ro Tu Chol and other officials concerned, officials of the Ministry of 
Land and Marine Transport, and builders and other working people of industrial 
establishments in Tanchon City. 

A joint congratulatory message sent by the Central Committee of the Workers’ Party 
of Korea and the Cabinet of the DPRK was read to the officials and members of shock 
brigades who performed labor feats in the construction of the port. 

Minister of Land and Marine Transport Kang Jong Gwan and other speakers at the 
ceremony pledged to carry out their tasks, including dredging, in a short span of time 
in the same spirit as displayed in the construction of the port. 



It is likely that the port will be connected to the railway system via the 
nearby Tanchon Smeltery and Magnesia Plant (both recently renovated), whose 
products will probably be exported from the port. 

Tanchon is also home to the DPRK’s Komdok and Taehung Youth Hero Mines 
(among others).   

According to official reports, Komdok Mine is located in Bonsan-dong, Dancheon, 
South Hamgyeong Province. It has a deposit of about 300 million tons of lead and 
zinc. This mine produces 52,000 tons of lead and 124,000 tons of zinc annually, 
accounting for 47% of the total production of these metals in North Korea, and more 

than twice as much as the production of Eunpa Mine, North Korea’s second-largest 

galena mine, in Eunpa-gun North Hwanghae Province. Concentrates of lead and zinc 
produced from Komdok Mine are processed into electric zinc at Tanchon Refinery. 
Opened in 1932, this mine produces 14,200 tons of raw ore annually, and has three 
ore-dressing plants. Annual production capacity can reach up to 11 million tons. The 
first dressing plant was completed in July 1953, near the end of the Korean War. It 
now processes a million tons of ore a year. The second dressing plant has a production 
capacity of 3,200 tons of ore. The third one, constructed in September 1983, can 
process 10 million tons of ore. 

  

Economic Zones 

Rason to Host Second Int'l Trade Exhibition 

The second Rason International Trade Exhibition will take place August 20-23, 2012. 

 



The marketing and information flyer for the exhibition has been obtained by 
Germany's Hanns Seidel Foundation -- info@hss.de.  

  

Comment  
May has been a good month for debunking misconceptions about the DPRK. First of 
all, the story that during the ``sunshine" years of ROK presidents Kim Dae-jung and 
Roh Moo-hyun the South delivered ``handouts" of free food to the North and got 
nothing in return has turned out to be untrue. The fact is that the North received a low-
interest loan from South Korea's state-owned Export-Import Bank to buy the food. 

  
The loan was worth a total of US$720 million, to cover 2.6 million tons of rice and 
corn sent in six tranches shipped from 2000 through 2007. The interest rate was 1% 
and the North promised to redeem it over 20 years following a ten-year grace period. 
The first payment, a combination of principal and interest worth US$5.83 million, 
falls due in early June, according to the Export-Import Bank. 

An official with the South’s Unification Ministry said that while the North is being 
asked to pay in cash, payment could potentially be made in commodities if an 
agreement can be reached. 

In fact, the North has already paid off part of the loan with a delivery of zinc, which 
the ROK totally lacks, in 2007.  

So much for the ``handout" story. 

The second myth to be shattered is that of North Korea killing disabled babies at birth 
and shunting other disabled people away from the major cities to remote villages 
where visitors will not see them. It must have been a particularly sick mind that 
thought that one up -- and particularly irresponsible journalists who spread the rumors. 
Now we learn that North Korea has won provisional membership in the International 
Paralympic Committee, and will send teams to take part in the swimming, table-tennis 
and  athletics competitions at this year's London Paralympics. 

Quite a feat if you don't have any disabled people!    

 

Touring North Korea 
 
Global Supply Chain to Visit DPRK     
 
The Global Supply Chain Council has arranged a tour of North Korea for June 19-23 



.    
Unfortunately the deadline for applications to join this tour has already passed. 
  
The itinerary will include stops and visits to the Chollima Steelworks, Tae'an Heavy 
Machine Tool Complex, the Tae’an Friendship Glass Factory, a mineral water factory, 
Chongsalli Co-operative Farm, Daedong Credit Bank (first foreign bank in the 
DPRK), Mansudae Grand Monument, Arch of Triumph, Pyongyang Metro, Juche 
Tower and Mangyongdae, the birthplace of President Kim Il Sung, the founder of the 
DPRK.  

Event Coordinator: Karmela Christy, +86 21 62801329,kchristy@supplychain.cn 

The Supply Chain Council is a professional association of supply chain managers, 
and provides extensive information on all aspects of logistics and offshore 
manufacturing businesses.    

   

Asia Pacific Travel LTD 

North Korea Tours 2012 

Highlights：：：： 

  

*A new series of tours for intrepid travelers exploring North Korea's famous 

scenic mountains. Scheduled from June through September, these special tours 

include the difficult-to-visit dramatic and historic sites of Mt. Paektu, Mt. Chilbo, 

Hamhung, Wonsan, and Kumgang. Passengers will travel via charter flights 

from Pyongyang to the less accessible areas of the DPRK. These more 

adventurous itineraries will be in addition to the APTL’s “standard” offerings of 

monthly departures from April through November with various pre- and post- 

tours in China and South Korea. 

The North Koreans have reconfirmed that Americans (and nationalities other 

than South Korean citizens), may tour the DPRK for extended visits. This is 

unlike past years, when Americans could only visit for 5 days at a time. In 

addition, North Korea has reconfirmed that these visits may come throughout 

the year, not just during the annual Arirang mass performance period in the fall. 

Unfortunately, the ban on Americans taking the train in or out of the DPRK to 

China is still in effect (other nationalities, however, are allowed to take the train), 

resulting in slightly higher costs for Americans. 

All travelers to North Korea must travel in a group – even if it is a “group of 

one.” Normally it is best and more economical to have at least two travelers 

together so that they can share the costs. All APTL DPRK tours from August 

through September include the Arirang synchronized mass performance. 



  

About Asia Pacific Travel, Ltd.    

 

Asia Pacific Travel, Ltd. is an experienced tour operator specializing in custom 

first-class and deluxe travel for individuals and small groups to East Asia since 

1978.  Each year Asia Pacific Travel has arranged custom itineraries for 

hundreds of outbound passengers for travel to East Asia, particularly China, 

Japan, North and South Korea, Hong Kong, Macau, Mongolia, and Southeast 

Asia.   

Press Contact: Marian Goldberg, Marian Goldberg Marketing Communications 

Tel: 347-559-MGMC;  marian@mariangoldbergcomm.com  

Corporate Contact: Asia Pacific Travel, Ltd., P. O. Box 350, Kenilworth, IL 

60043-0350 USA  (2514 Laurel Lane, Wilmette, IL 60091-2230 USA)  

Tel:  1-800-262-6420, or 1-847-251-6400; Fax: 1-847-256-5601;  
Info@Asia1on1.com       
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We have just been informed that North Korea's spectacular Arirang Mass Games will be 
taking place once again this year. The officially confirmed dates so far are from 

August 1st - September 9th (Sept 9th is DPRK's National Day, a major holiday in 
North Korea) but we do expect the dates to be extended as it is normal for the initial 
confirmed run of the Mass Games to be this long, the event often finishes as late as mid-
October, we will of course keep you updated! 
  
If you've ever wanted to see 100,000 performers in a 90 minute spectacular combination 
of gymnastics, propaganda, dance, music, and of course unicycling all with the backdrop 
of the world's largest screen - one made up of 20,000 schoolchildren flipping coloured 
cards to create an ever-shifting display unrivalled anywhere else in the world - then this 
is the event for you. Truly unforgettable and awe-inspiring, book now for something that 
will not be easily forgotten! 
  
All tours that take place in this period can see the Mass Games, the event takes place in 
the evening and so is easily fitted to any tour schedule. The Mass games will run 5 times 
a week (on Mon, Wed, Thurs, Fri, Sat) so plenty of opportunities for you to attend, you 
can even go more than once on a tour if you so desire! 
  
We have some more information on the Mass Games including the ticket prices and 
some clips of our award-winning documentary about some of the performers 'A State of 

Mind' online at http://www.koryogroup.com/travel_massGames.php so please see 
here for more details 
  
All tours that we are running at that time will be able to see the Mass Games 
  
Full group tour schedule for 2012 can be found at: 
http://www.koryogroup.com/travel_groupTours.php  
  
Independent tour details:  
http://www.koryogroup.com/travel_independentTours.php  

 
We hope you can join us on a trip this year to see this unique and newsworthy country, 
the Mass games are the icing on the cake of many of our specially designed itineraries, 
the fruit of our two decades in the North Korea tour business. Koryo Tours specialises in 
taking you on the most remarkable journey of your life, come and join us for the Mass 



Games 2012 - you've never seen anything like it before, guaranteed! 
  
Please contact us on info@koryogroup.com for any other information at all, any 
questions about the tours or about the Mass Games always welcome. As the only 
recognised experts in North Korean travel we are best placed to answer your questions 
and arrange the most amazing trip you've ever been on - drop us a line now! 
  
Best regards, 
Koryo Tours 

  

 
  
  

 

  

  

  

In July of this year we have our Tuman Triangle Tour - offered exclusively by Koryo 
Tours. We have just extended this tour by 2 nights to enable those who join this group 
to be the first of our tour groups to go on this brand new route. For the itinerary and 
other details of this tour please see: 
 http://www.koryogroup.com/travel_Itinerary_2012_tt.php 

  
As if that wasn't enough we have some more exciting news for those looking to visit 
the area - In September We are offering another brand new tour, a never-done-before 
circular tour of North Korea where you enter the country at Rason, travel down to 
Chongjin, take an internal flight over to Pyongyang and then exit by train to China or 
to Beijing by plane, for this unique itinerary please see DPRK Grand Circular Tour at: 



 http://www.koryogroup.com/travel_Itinerary_2012_grand.php 

  
If you choose to sign up for this tour you will be the first visitors to the country ever 
to complete this circular route, pioneering tourism as practiced by Koryo Tours at its 
very best! 
  
Please do feel free to contact us if you are interested in this special new route, we 
have more sites than ever available in both Rason and Chongjin that are exclusive to 
Koryo Tours, we would love to share this opportunity with you and we hope you're as 
excited as we are at this chance to blaze a new trail in opening up new parts of North 
Korea to foreign tourists 
  

For more information email  info@koryogroup.com  
  
You can see some photos of the first-ever trip down the northeastern coastal road 
from Rason to Chongjin on our FLICKR Photostream at: 
 http://www.flickr.com/photos/koryo_tours/sets/72157629338457331/ 

  

  

  

                                          

  

 Korea Compass  

[The purpose of this section is to provide some background knowledge, especially for people 

making their first trip to the DPRK. If you know something about what you are going to see 

beforehand you will greatly impress your hosts, not to mention other foreign visitors, and save 

yourself having to listen to long-winded explanations when you really want to get down to 

business. Proverbs have the handy function of offering a quick insight into the thinking and 
attitudes inherent in a different culture.] 

The Juche Ideology 

Wherever you go in North Korea you will see the word Juche, and will inevitably be 
taken up the ``Tower of the Juche Idea" in Pyongyang. You will be tempted to ask 
what Juche means. This could result in a long and convoluted explanation which 
leaves you no wiser in the end. Simply put, Juche, meaning something like ``self-
reliance," is the state ideology of the DPRK, as Yushin (meaning ``restoration" and a 
direct translation of the Japanese Meiji, as in the Meiji Restoration of 1870) used to be 
the state ideology of South Korea. By ``self-reliance" they don't mean that they 
produce everything they need. Obviously, you can't grow bananas in North Korea; 
they have to be traded for. It means ``we do things our own way." This is important 
for a country that was for centuries a tributary of the Chinese empire, was then 
colonized by Japan and now has half of its territory occupied by the US, which tells 
the Southerners: ``Look what a sorry mess you people make of it when you try to run 
your own affairs. You're much better off under foreign tutelage." Juche is the opposite 
of Sadaejuyi (worship of the powerful), which is the worst sin in the Korean book.  



 

The Tower of the Juche Idea [Photo: thewanderingscot.com]   

                                                       

Korean Proverb 
  
Jungyi jemori mot kkakknunda 

 
(``A monk can't shave his own head") 

 
You can't scratch your own back.  


