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Should the United States or other governments (or international organi-
zations) provide foreign aid to the government of the Democratic People’s

Republic of Korea (DPRK)? North Korea is an extremely poor country with
periodic bouts of severe famine and widespread human suffering. But it is
governed by what is arguably the most repressive and secretive government
in the world with one of the most mismanaged economies and, despite its
poverty, one of the largest expenditures on its military relative to the size of
its gross national product of any country on the face of the Earth. What is to
be done?

There are no binding international rules of eligibility for receiving foreign
aid. The decision to provide or withhold aid rests with the governments and
international institutions giving it. But over the half century of aid giving a
set of international norms has arisen that has guided who receives aid and
who does not. This paper examines those norms, applies them to the case of
North Korea, and suggests conditions under which aid should be given or
withheld from that peculiar and troubling regime.

Norms for Aid Giving
Let us start at the beginning: What do we mean by norms? What do we mean
by foreign aid? And where did foreign aid come from?

Definition: Norms

Norms are principles—widely recognized as legitimate and appropriate—
that guide behavior. They may not carry the weight of law or even be written
down, but, by being widely accepted, they set standards of behavior against
which individuals, groups, states and international bodies can be judged. In
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the case of foreign aid, there are norms that guide whether an aid-giving
agency provides aid as well as how the aid is provided (that is, how much,
for what uses, in what forms, and with what terms). We are concerned here
with the question of whether, not the many questions of how. What prin-
ciples, formal or informal, shape whether aid donors provide assistance to
particular countries or governments?

Definition: Foreign Aid

Foreign aid is not a policy, as is sometimes thought. It is an instrument for
achieving purposes or realizing policies. We use here the definition of for-
eign aid (also known as official development assistance or ODA) framed by
the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the Organization for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Development (OECD): a transfer of public funds
from a government to another government of a developing country, or to an
international organization or nongovernmental organization (NGO) for use
in such a country, with at least a 25 percent grant element, one purpose of
which is to further development and welfare (OECD 2004b).1 ODA amounted
to $58 billion worldwide in 2002. According to DAC data, in that same year,
the DPRK received $188 million in foreign aid, $90 million of which was in
the form of food aid (OECD 2004a).

Foreign aid is a phenomenon of the second half of the twentieth century,
with antecedents in earlier international relief efforts as well as public trans-
fers from colonial powers to their territories in Africa and Asia. But it was the
Cold War, beginning in the late 1940s, that led the United States to begin to
provide significant and sustained flows of foreign aid to governments under
internal or external pressures or threats from communist parties, radical in-
surgents, the USSR, the People’s Republic of China, or their allies. Aid to
stabilize and grow economies soon became aid to further their development,
used as a means to the end of containing communism.

By the 1960s, most European governments and Japan, now recovered from
World War II, established their own aid programs, often with commercial as
well as development purposes.2 Commercial purposes tended to be second-
ary in most aid-giving countries and were gradually constrained by develop-
ment goals and international agreements on such things as the amount of
tied aid and the use of aid in mixed credit arrangements. Thus, by the end of
the twentieth century, foreign aid was provided for three principal reasons:

• To relieve human suffering caused by natural or man-made disasters;

1 The DAC would prefer the development and welfare purpose as the main purpose, but aid-giving
governments tend to mix their purposes, making this requirement too exacting and difficult to deter-
mine. The designation of a developing country is that it had an average per capita income of less than
$9,360 in 1998 (a World Bank benchmark).
2 Commercial purposes included securing needed raw materials imports and expanding export
markets.
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• To support economic and social progress in developing countries (and,
with the end of the Cold War, former socialist bloc countries); and

• For national security and international political purposes.3

These three goals of aid giving have generated sets of widely shared inter-
national norms regarding the conditions under which aid is provided.

Norms: Emergency Relief

Four main norms have come to guide international humanitarian aid:

• The first norm is the humanitarian imperative of saving lives and
alleviating suffering where home governments are unable adequately to
do so themselves.

• Those providing humanitarian assistance are required to act with
impartiality, independence, and neutrality when dealing with the
victims of emergencies—that means not taking sides in conflicts and not
serving in effect as the agents of external powers that may also have
particular interests in emergencies other than providing relief (Sphere
Project 2004).4

• Those providing relief should treat victims of emergencies with dignity.

• Relief organizations and workers should be accountable to both those
they help and those that fund their operations.

In practice, accountability to funders has often meant that governments
providing the aid have wanted to ensure it was delivered to its intended
beneficiaries. This not usually an issue if an experienced NGO is delivering
the aid. It can be a problem if the aid is being provided to governments to
distribute and those governments deny donors access to the beneficiaries of
the aid.

These principles have not been dispute free. Critics within the relief com-
munity suggest that politically blind relief can be abused by manipulative
governments or warring factions, hurting the intended recipients in the long
run, if not the short run, as well and reinforcing the power and sustainability
of abusive regimes. In the case of relief for the refugees in Goma in the wake
of the genocide in Rwanda in 1994, Médicins Sans Frontières withdrew from
providing relief on the grounds that the relief was controlled by the very
genocidaires in the camps (remnants of the Hutu militias) who had perpe-

3 Other purposes gaining prominence in the 1990s included promoting democracy, managing con-
flict, and addressing global problems like environmental degradation or the international transmis-
sion of disease. For a detailed accounting of the origin and evolution of the purposes of aid, see
Lancaster (forthcoming).
4 These principles are found in the code of conduct of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent, which
was established in 1994 and is adhered to by numerous NGOs, and in the Humanitarian Charter,
drawn from a variety of documents on humanitarian norms and practices and agreed to by a variety
of NGOs engaged in relief activities.
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trated the genocide in the first place; the relief was permitting them to con-
tinue intimidating refugees and purchase arms. Thus, the issue of whether
relief, while reducing suffering in the short run, can prolong suffering in the
long run is on the international normative agenda.

Norms: Development Aid

International norms guiding the allocation of aid for development are less
concrete than those shaping relief assistance and are breached by aid-giving
governments far more frequently with much less criticism. Many aid-giving
governments have pursued aid giving with mixed motives (often including
national security and international political goals) that have obscured the
clarity of purpose and the best means for achieving development objectives,
which underpin norms. Nevertheless, international norms—involving the
characteristics of countries and their governments and make them appropri-
ate recipients for foreign aid—have evolved and have become especially evi-
dent since the end of the Cold War. They include economic need, human
rights performance, probability of aid effectiveness, aid process, and ability
of aid donors to be accountable to their governments for their use of the aid.

Need.   It is widely accepted that concessional public transfers for develop-
ment should be provided to those governments that lack the resources fully
to realize their countries’ development on their own. Where a country has a
pocket of severe poverty but has the resources (through taxes, international
borrowing, or foreign investment) to reduce that poverty, the case for devel-
opment aid is far less compelling. That government has made a choice not to
address its domestic problems; it is difficult to argue that the publics in other
countries should then do so with their resources.

The benchmark often used to designate needy countries is an average an-
nual per capita income below a certain level. The World Bank designation of
countries that are IDA eligible—that is, eligible for soft loans from the Inter-
national Development Association (IDA)—is the most commonly used norm.
The World Bank currently has a cutoff of $875 average per capita gross na-
tional income per year (in 2001 prices) for eligibility for IDA loans. The
DAC, which is an international club of bilateral aid donors in North America,
Europe, and Japan, pushes the norm of neediness further. It undertakes peri-
odic reviews of the aid programs of its member states and makes a point in
those reports and in its data generally to highlight the percentage of member
states’ aid going to the lowest-income countries (with a per capita income of
$760 or less in 1998 dollars) in an effort to encourage member states to
direct more aid to the poorest.5

5 The United Nations Development Program (UNDP) has created a Human Development Index
comprising a variety of statistical indicators of well-being in addition to per capita income levels, but
this index tends to be less used as a common standard of need in the development community; see
UNDP (2003).
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Human rights.   Human rights have long been on the international agenda.
They were delineated in 1948 in the United Nations (UN) Universal Decla-
ration of Human Rights and have since been expanded in a number of other
international declarations and treaties. For several decades, however, the
human rights performance of governments was little debated in international
forums because of the sensitivities in particular of newly independent gov-
ernments about the sanctity of sovereignty and the bipolarity of the Cold
War, which made it risky for Western governments to criticize the human
rights records of other governments for fear of driving them into the arms of
the Socialist bloc (whose regard for human rights was not terribly elevated
in any case). Since the 1970s when Jimmy Carter, then the U.S. president,
declared that a government’s human rights performance was an explicit cri-
terion for the quality of U.S. relations with that country and that the United
States would consider that performance in its decisions on aid and on votes
in the World Bank on aid loans, human rights has been on the international
agenda as a consideration in aid giving. Human rights has been a prominent
consideration in the aid programs of a number of other governments as well—
the Nordic countries in particular—and has become widely accepted, at least
at the rhetorical level.

No common standard is used by aid donors for judging the human rights
performances of governments and informing decisions on their aid alloca-
tions. The U.S. government often draws on the annual Country Reports on
Human Rights Practices that, for each country

. . . cover internationally recognized individual, civil, political and worker
rights, as set forth in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. These
rights include freedom from torture or other cruel, inhuman or degrading
treatment or punishment; from prolonged detention without charges; from
disappearance or clandestine detention; and from other flagrant viola-
tions of the right to life, liberty and the security of the person.

Universal human rights seek to incorporate respect for human dignity into
the processes of government and law. All persons have the inalienable
right to change their government by peaceful means and to enjoy basic
freedoms, such as freedom of expression, association, assembly, move-
ment and religion, without discrimination on the basis of race, religion,
national origin or sex. The right to join a free trade union is a necessary
condition of a free society and economy. Thus the reports assess key inter-
nationally recognized worker rights, including the right of association; the
right to organize and bargain collectively; prohibition of forced or com-
pulsory labor; the status of child labor practices and the minimum age for
employment of children; and acceptable work conditions (DOS 2003).

Other sources of human rights assessments include the Office of the UN
High Commissioner on Human Rights, the United Kingdom (UK) Foreign
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and Commonwealth Office on Human Rights, Human Rights Watch, Am-
nesty International, and numerous other public and private organizations
worldwide. Although there is no universal standard of human rights to which
aid agencies are expected to adhere, there are usually criticisms—from hu-
man rights organizations and other governments—of aid-giving countries
providing development assistance to governments that are widely recognized
as gross violators of human rights.

The U.S. government, for example, was roundly criticized by U.S. human
rights groups in the mid-1980s for providing aid to the government of El
Salvador in light of the brutality and widespread killings on the part of the
military of that country. The government of France has been criticized for
providing aid to Togo, where human rights, child trafficking, and political
repression have been particular problems over the past decade. In neither of
these cases did criticisms prevent the U.S. or French governments from pro-
viding aid, but they put governments that have touted their commitment to
human rights on the defensive. In another case—the former Zaire—a num-
ber of aid-giving governments reduced or halted their aid in the early 1990s
after the army there killed a number of students in a demonstration. In this
case, the national security or political interests of the aid-giving governments
were not perceived to be affected by a cutoff of aid. The realities of aid giving
are that, where governments provide the aid for national security reasons or
other important political reasons, those reasons usually trump human rights
concerns. But that does not mean that human rights standards are not im-
portant or influential in aid giving. They clearly are important in today’s
world.

Aid effectiveness.   Concerns about aid’s effectiveness in furthering eco-
nomic and social development have been around since the beginning of aid
giving. Such concerns have taken on a particular prominence since the end
of the Cold War (which, in effect, removed a shield against criticism that aid
was not furthering development in recipient countries) and since the expan-
sion of quantitative data that has encouraged analysts to take a closer look at
aid’s impact. Studies—including several from the most influential aid do-
nor, the World Bank—argue that aid has, in fact, been ineffective in a num-
ber of situations (Dollar and Burnside 1998).

What are the conditions, apart from the capacity of aid-giving agencies
themselves and the quality of their staff’s work, that are generally assumed to
determine the effectiveness of aid? In the 1960s and 1970s, aid experts would
likely have answered that the quantity of infrastructure and the education
and health of the population would be critical to the absorptive capacity of
a country—that is, the country’s ability to use aid effectively. Attitudes are
different at present; they reflect the experience of the past several decades on
the basis of which it has been recognized that institutions matter. Thus, the
general answer today on the conditions of aid effectiveness would include
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the quality of a country’s governance; the degree of openness of its markets
(to permit private economic initiative); and the commitment of its govern-
ment to creating the conditions for economic and social progress, including
expanding education and health services (therefore putting less funding into
military expenditures). These are the essential conditions President George
W. Bush mentioned as qualifications for aid to countries from the new Mil-
lennium Challenge Account, but these conditions have been part of the
broader development discourse for several years. What do they entail?

Governance is used to refer to several different conditions. One—most
often used by the World Bank—refers to capacity of government to perform
its functions. This can involve appropriate levels of education and training
for staff; adequate amounts of required skills (e.g., auditing); and an effi-
cient, functioning organization of tasks to be accomplished (clarity of re-
sponsibilities, delegation, and budgetary planning and controls, for example).

The United States has used the term governance more broadly, often to
include democracy, assuming that without the legitimacy and accountability
associated with democratic political systems, governments will lack the in-
centives to ascertain and respond to the public will, to choose and imple-
ment workable policies, and to maintain a relatively clean administration
with a minimum of corruption. Some in the United States go so far as to
assert that, without democracy, development (and, presumably, effective aid)
is unlikely to occur.6 One of the principal and most widely used sources of
indicators of the existence and extent of democracy in particular countries is
the annual report by Freedom House, called Freedom in the World. This report
ranks governments according to a number of indicators of political and civil
rights.

One aspect of good governance that everyone—both scholars and public
officials—appears to support is that essential to effective aid and develop-
ment are the rule of law and a minimal amount of corruption. Where the
rule of law is impaired and corruption rampant, investments (public or pri-
vate) become extremely risky, and the ability of investments to achieve their
objectives and sustain those achievements is diminished. The principal source
of indicators of corruption in individual countries is the Global Corruption
Report, an annual survey produced by Transparency International that ranks
countries, on the basis of the perceptions of groups of experts on individual
countries.

The degree of market freedom is another quality widely considered essen-
tial to development and effective aid. Where governments create high barri-
ers to trade; control prices, internal trade and production; levy excessive taxes;

6 Research on the relationship between democracy and development, at least in the short run, does
not substantiate this view. That has not dampened enthusiasm for it in public discourse, an enthusi-
asm probably stemming from strongly held and widely shared values that democracy is a good in
and of itself—an end as well as a means of policy.
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overregulate the economy; and engage in other activities that curb the incen-
tives and opportunities for private entrepreneurs to invest and produce, econo-
mies tend to progress more slowly, and opportunities for corruption and
mismanagement increase.7 One source used by the U.S. government for in-
dicators of the degree of free markets is the annual publication by the Heri-
tage Foundation called Index of Economic Freedom.

Perhaps the principal indicators of a government’s commitment to the
development of its country are its expenditures on health and education as
a portion of its budget and of the country’s gross national income. Within
these expenditures, development specialists have put special emphasis on
funding primary education (it has long been observed that the returns to
additional expenditures tend to be high relative to expenditures on second-
ary and tertiary education) and primary health care. Data on health and edu-
cational expenditures are often drawn from World Bank data where data on
military expenditures are also available.8

Military expenditures as a portion of total government expenditures are
sometimes examined by aid-giving governments and consultative groups.
Expenditures on weapons of mass destruction have been particularly impor-
tant to U.S. decisions on aid allocations. The Pressler Amendment, passed
by the Congress in 1986, prohibited U.S. aid to Pakistan unless the presi-
dent could verify that Pakistan did not possess nuclear arms. By 1990, the
president could not do so, and U.S. aid to Pakistan was phased out.9 Other
governments have cut their aid when recipient governments exploded nuclear
devices; for example, Japan reduced its aid to China in the wake of Chinese
nuclear testing in the 1990s. Thus, there may be an emerging norm that
governments of developing countries that develop and test such weapons
are sanctioned—at least for a time—with reductions in their aid flows.

Aid process.   One of the less-recognized developments of the 1990s was
the emergence of what could be called “process conditionality” as part of the
norms shaping aid giving. In reaction to the apparent ineffectiveness of aid—
especially in sub-Saharan Africa—during the 1980s and early 1990s, practi-
tioners and scholars of aid and development began to look for ways to man-
age aid to ensure greater effectiveness. Out of this effort came three concepts:

• Participation.   Participation means asking people what their prefer-
ences are—whether in the form of a national consultation on overall
development strategies or in the form of a targeted consultation with the
intended beneficiaries of a specific intervention. This is not a new idea;

7 This does not mean that there should be no regulation of economic activity. The balance between
government regulation and free markets is an area of continuing contention.
8 For a much more detailed examination of the likely indicators used to determine eligibility for
the Millennium Challenge Account monies, see Radelet (2002).
9 Aid to Pakistan has since been restored in conjunction with Pakistan’s cooperation in the U.S.
intervention in Afghanistan and the hunt for members of Al Qaeda.
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it has been around since the beginning of development aid and was a
prominent element in the community-development focus of aid giving
popular in the 1960s. It regained prominence in the late 1980s and
1990s as part of the backlash to structural adjustment programs, which
were widely criticized as imposed from the outside, top down, and
hurtful to the interests of the poor.

At the core of the current notion of participation is the idea of empower-
ment—that people should have a measure of control over their lives and
not be dictated to or repressed by governments (their own or others) or
other powers in society. Deriving from this notion is the belief that, if
people are consulted about things intended to affect their lives, their
preferences and knowledge can lead to more appropriate interventions,
and they will support those interventions in the future—in other words,
they will take ownership of the aid interventions, making them more
effective and sustainable. Participation in the form of national consulta-
tions on development strategies is also regarded by some development
practitioners as a means of strengthening democracy in developing
countries because it leads the government to consult with its population
on these important issues.

• Ownership.   Ownership is one of the least satisfactorily defined terms
in the aid process category. At its core is the sensible notion that people
will take responsibility for things they have had a hand in shaping.
However, identifying when ownership exists and when it does not; what
sorts of engagement by people create a sense of ownership on their part
for particular activities; and what ownership actually leads to in terms of
human behavior are also as yet ill defined elements of this concept.
Although the term is vague enough to obscure clear thinking, it is
virtually a mantra in aid-giving today.

• Partnership.   Partnership means a collaboration between aid giver and
aid recipient that involves a measure of equality.10 Again, behind this
somewhat vague idea is the assumption that aid recipients will take
more seriously aid-funded activities that they have helped to plan and
implement; in other words, aid donors should not just arrive in a
country and dictate to the government or local communities what will
be done for them.

These three ideas—participation, ownership, and partnership—have been
given particular prominence by the World Bank in its Comprehensive Devel-
opment Framework (CDF), a broad concept of what development requires.
The three ideas have also become the basis on which the World Bank has

10 Partnership can also mean collaboration among different aid-giving organizations, including public
aid agencies, NGOs, and private enterprises.
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attempted to recast its aid interventions to achieve greater effectiveness and
sustainability. The preferred vehicle for ensuring that the World Bank’s aid
and aid of other aid agencies reflect these principles is the Poverty Reduction
Strategy Papers (PRSPs). These are broad national strategies for poverty re-
duction that are drawn up by recipient governments in consultation with
their citizens for maximum participation and ownership and that, after ap-
proval by the World Bank Board of Executive Directors will become the frame-
work for World Bank lending and (it is hoped) aid from other governments
as well. Having a PRSP is also a requirement for heavily indebted poor coun-
tries to gain extraordinary debt relief from the World Bank.

Not all aid agencies have embraced these notions, even at the rhetorical
level. Nor have they all made a PRSP a requirement for receiving aid. But
these new notions and the reliance on PRSPs are increasingly common among
a number of aid-giving agencies. Should it prove possible to demonstrate in
a reasonably rigorous manner that these ideas do make aid more effective
and sustainable, they could well become full-fledged norms of aid giving.11

Accountability.   Few aid-giving agencies are willing to write checks to
recipient governments and organizations without some effort to identify the
proposed uses of the aid and ascertain whether the funding has, in fact, been
used for that purpose. Taxpayers and their representatives in governments in
aid-giving countries typically demand such accountings. The more demand-
ing the legislative and public groups are on issues of accountability, the greater
the transparency in aid giving and the less opportunity there is for aid-giving
and aid-receiving governments and organizations to act corruptly or for the
former to turn a blind eye to the latter.

Where public scandals have erupted over the misuse of aid funding—as in
Italy during the early 1990s, and periodically in Japan and France—the pub-
lic can turn against aid and force the government to cut it and to reform.
Thus, it has often been the case that governments and organizations receiv-
ing the aid must submit to audits, reports, and supervisory visits from aid
donors to ensure that the aid is being used as intended. This is a norm in aid
giving—more enforced in some aid-giving countries than in others—that is
seldom mentioned because it is so widely accepted.

National Security

International norms have minimal influence on the allocation of foreign aid
that is based on national security or international political concerns. The
decision about whether to use aid in this way is made by aid-giving govern-
ments, based on the perceptions and priorities of those in power. This kind
of aid has been provided to governments in exchange for agreed actions (for

11 In World Bank (2003), the World Bank evaluated the impact of the CDF; it is in the process of
evaluating the PRSPs as well.
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example, the provision of base rights, the suppression of terrorists), in ex-
change for general support for the donor government’s policies (for example,
France vis-à-vis its former colonies in sub-Saharan Africa), or to ensure reli-
able access to policymakers in recipient countries.

At times, aid for national security purposes is consistent with the norms
guiding the allocation of aid for development—that is, provided to govern-
ments with good governance, economic policies, and a commitment to their
peoples. But it is also the case that governments with poor economic man-
agement, poor human rights records, high levels of corruption, and repres-
sion have all been the recipients of this type of aid when security or political
interests of donor governments have been compelling. The poster child of
this type of aid was the former Zaire, which for decades received sizable
amounts of aid from the United States, Belgium, and France despite the
kleptocratic government of Mobutu Sese Seko.

It appears that aid for national security purposes diminished in the wake
of the end of the Cold War, a time when developing countries could exploit
their position between the United States and the USSR and assorted allies
and surrogates. However, this trend may be reversed with the war on terror-
ism and an activist policy by the United States to intervene militarily against
terrorists and other rogue regimes—actions that often require support from
other governments, especially in the region of the intervention. Aid is one
instrument for acquiring that support. Aid is also useful as a tool of peace-
making—an incentive for warring parties to negotiate peace. Policies of peace-
making, as in the Middle East and the Balkans, are also likely to make con-
tinuing calls on U.S. aid.

Aid for national security or international political purposes, while not much
influenced by international norms, is often contested in internal govern-
ment discussions by officials in development agencies, by development-ori-
ented NGOs, and in books and articles by officials and former aid officials
from those governments providing the aid. Much of the long-term tension
between the U.S. Agency for International Development and the U.S. De-
partment of State over aid allocations has revolved around this difference of
view. Perhaps the country in which such criticisms have been most public
and strident is France, where even government officials still in office have
published interviews in leading journals (sometimes under noms de plume)
and books attacking the misallocation of their government’s aid.12

If there is a norm in aid giving for national security or international politi-
cal purposes, it is that those purposes must be regarded by political elites in
aid-giving governments as of sufficiently high national priority so as to sus-

12 For an interesting example of this criticism, see Michailof (1993). Michailof was a senior official
of the Agence Française de Développement at the time this book was published and is again a senior
official in that agency. For an attack on U.S. aid for political purposes (in Egypt), see Zimmerman
(1993).
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tain them in the face of domestic and international criticism. The greater the
deviation of the recipient government from the expected norms—especially
need, human rights performance, and the qualities leading to greater aid
effectiveness—the greater the expected criticism.

Norms and North Korea
How does aid to North Korea stack up against the norms—some weak, some
strong—in aid giving at the end of the twentieth century? Let us discuss each
set of norms as they apply to North Korea.

Humanitarian Relief

In many ways, this is the most problematic set of norms as applied to the
DPRK. We know that much of the population of the DPRK has endured
periodic famines (the one in the 1990s is thought to have killed hundreds of
thousands at the very least, and perhaps a million or even more), and a large
percentage of Korean children are seriously malnourished. In 1998, the UN
estimated that 60 percent of Korean children suffered from stunted growth
owing to malnutrition (EIU 2004, 13). Since agricultural production—never
easy in a country with limited arable land—has diminished because of a lack
of inputs and because the DPRK government has opted to spend its dimin-
ishing resources on guns rather than butter, the country, according to Noland
(2003, 1), “does not produce enough output to sustain the population bio-
logically.” What has been necessary since the late 1990s to keep an ongoing
humanitarian crisis from turning into a major humanitarian disaster is mas-
sive amounts of foreign food aid. It is estimated that one-third of the 22
million North Koreans depend on food aid.

Although food aid has undoubtedly helped avoid widespread starvation
in North Korea, providing the food aid does raise practical and ethical con-
cerns. The unwillingness of the Korean government to permit aid donors to
monitor the delivery of their aid to ensure it is not diverted to the one-mil-
lion-strong army leaves doubt about the real beneficiaries of the food. News-
papers have reported that the government of North Korea has denied food
to those considered insufficiently committed or loyal, a contravention of the
humanitarian commitment to fulfill needs whatever the politics of the needy
person or group.

Another difficult ethical problem is that of relieving short-term suffering
with food aid while possibly prolonging suffering in the long term by, in
effect, strengthening the position of a truly despicable government that is
largely responsible for the suffering and starvation of its people and whose
existence might be shortened were such aid not available. The ethical choice
here, given the unknowns (including the consequences of a collapse of the
North Korean regime), is very difficult to make, and most people and orga-



Foreign Aid and International Norms: The Case of North Korea 171

nizations have in the past chosen to provide the aid in the short term with
the expectation that some of it will reduce suffering.13

Development Aid

With regard to the emerging norms that influence the provision of develop-
ment aid, North Korea at present would never qualify. Although its need
cannot be denied (per capita income is believed to be around $750 per year,
having declined by half since the early 1990s when the Soviet Union col-
lapsed and its economic subsidies were terminated), it has one of the worst
human rights records of any government in the world. For example, recent
defectors have alleged that the government has used gas chambers in one of
its labor camps to conduct chemical experiments on inmates. Aid for infra-
structure and agricultural and industrial inputs might well facilitate greater
production and internal trade (earlier investments in these areas have dete-
riorated dramatically), but North Korea’s poor economic management would
likely put limits on the sustained impact of these investments.

The DPRK’s arbitrary, brutal, and repressive government—a government
that in the past has blithely defaulted on its external debts—also limits the
opportunities and incentives for individuals to take economic risks or, for
that matter, for foreign investors to put their money at risk in the country.
The government has invested in the education of its people and has one of
the higher average levels of education and life expectancy of governments at
its income level, but the government’s relatively large expenditures on its
large military and on arms production—despite widespread famine in the
country—are an indication that the welfare of its population is far from the
top of its priority list.

In addition to sizable military expenditures, the DPRK has openly adver-
tised its efforts to develop nuclear weapons and has tested long-range mis-
siles periodically over the past several years. These policies alone might be
enough to raise questions about the appropriateness of providing such a
government with development aid because such aid might in effect free up
more domestic resources for military purposes.

The erratic behavior of the North Korean state—with its extraordinary cults
of personality involving its leaders, its kidnaping foreign nationals, and its
transfer of nuclear technology to other countries—all set it apart as a rogue
state, outside the community of nations and the community of states nor-
mally receiving long-term aid for their development.

13 In January 2004, it looked like food aid for the DPRK would drop precipitously as food donations
through the World Food Program fell. That drop in turn may reflect the growing disillusionment
among aid-giving governments with the DPRK and their impatience with Pyongyang’s erratic poli-
cies regarding weapons of mass destruction. However, the United States and other donors have be-
gun to ship food to North Korea.
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Finally, the inability of aid-giving governments to monitor their assistance
in Korea would make it difficult for them to be accountable to their own
legislatures and publics for the aid they have provided. In the case of devel-
opment aid, the prospect of people dying if the aid is not provided is not
present and does not override normal concerns for accountability.

The only justification for nonemergency aid to North Korea is a compel-
ling national security concern on the part of the aid-giving government, such
as was part of the Agreed Framework between the United States and the
DPRK when the United States promised energy supplies and two nuclear
generating stations in exchange for a promise by the North Koreans to stop
production of nuclear weapons and dismantle facilities producing such weap-
ons. This agreement appears to have held for a time, but, after the Koreans
decided to commence a new nuclear weapons program, it was then can-
celled.

The experience with the DPRK suggests that aid may be useful only in
exchange for concrete and immediately delivered benefits and that aid in
exchange for long-term commitments does not work. The government in
Pyongyang does not regard its international commitments—whether repay-
ment of debts or cessation of the production of nuclear weapons—as some-
thing it is obligated to fulfill. One cannot trust or verify because there is no
basis for trust and no verification permitted. The only workable basis for
exchange appears to be cash on delivery.

References

Department of State (DOS). 2003. Overview and Acknowledgments. In Coun-
try Reports on Human Rights Practices–2002. Washington, D.C.: Bureau of
Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor; U.S. Department of State. 31 March.
www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2002/18133.htm.

Dollar, David, and Craig Burnside. 1998. Assessing Aid: What Works, What
Doesn’t and Why. Washington, D.C.: World Bank.

Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU). 2004. Country Profile 2004: North Korea.
London: Economist Intelligence Unit.

Lancaster, Carol. Forthcoming. Fifty Years of Foreign Aid. In manuscript.

Michailof, Serge, ed. 1993. La France et l’Afrique. Paris: Karthala.

Noland, Marcus. 2003. Famine and Reform in North Korea. Washington,
D.C.: Institute for International Economics. www.iie.com/publications/
wp/2003/03-5.pdf.

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). 2004a.
Aid Statistics. Paris: OECD. www.oecd.org/department/0,2688,en_2649_
34447_1_1_1_1_1,00.html.



Foreign Aid and International Norms: The Case of North Korea 173

———. 2004b. Development Cooperation Directorate (DAC), DAC’s Glos-
sary. Paris: OECD. www.oecd.org/glossary/0,2586,en_2649_33721_
1965693_1_1_1_1,00.html.

Radelet, Steve. 2002. Qualifying for the Millennium Challenge Account. Cen-
ter for Global Development. December. www.cgdev.org/docs/Choosing_
MCA_Countries.pdf.

Sphere Project. 2004. Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in
Disaster Response. Geneva: Sphere Project.

United Nations Development Program (UNDP). 2003. Human Develop-
ment Indicators 2003. New York: United Nations. http://hdr.undp.org/
reports/global/2003/indicator/index_indicators.html.

World Bank. 2003. Toward Country-Led Development: A Multipartner Evalua-
tion of the Comprehensive Development Framework. Washington, D.C.: World
Bank.

Zimmerman, Robert. 1993. Dollars, Diplomacy and Dependency. Boulder, Colo.:
Lynne Rienner.

Carol Lancaster is a Professor at the School of Foreign Service at Georgetown Uni-
versity, Washington, D.C. She previously served in a number of U.S. government
positions, including as Deputy Administrator of USAID from 1993 to 1996.



A NEW INTERNATIONAL ENGAGEMENT

FRAMEWORK FOR NORTH KOREA?
Contending Perspectives

Editors: Ahn Choong-yong, Nicholas Eberstadt, Lee Young-sun 

Korea Institute for
Korea Economic Institute International Economic Policy American Enterprise Institute Chosun-Ilbo
1201 F Street, N.W., Ste. 910 300-4, Yomgok-Dong 1150 Seventeenth St., N.W. 61, 1-ga, Taepyong-no, Chung-gu
Washington, DC 20004 Socho-Gu, Seoul 137-747, Korea Washington, DC 20036 Seoul, 100-756, Korea
Phone 202.464.1982 Phone 82.2.3460.1114 Phone 202.862.5800 Phone 82.2.724.5275
www.keia.org www.kiep.go.kr www.aei.org www.english.chosun.com

AHN/EBERSTADT/LEE
A
 N

EW
 IN

TER
N
ATIO

N
A
L EN

G
A
G
EM

EN
T FR

A
M

EW
O
R
K
 FO

R
 N

O
R
TH

 K
O
R
EA

?
Korea Econom

ic
Institute


	83235KEIA_Covers1
	83235_TOC
	83235KEIA_001-386-R1
	83235KEIA_Covers4


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /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 /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /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
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /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
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for improved printing quality. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /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 /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /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
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /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
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for improved printing quality. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


