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Introduction

14 years have passed since Kim Jong-un’s rise to power in December 2011 and
12 years since the United Nations Commission of Inquiry on Human Rights in
the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (COI DPRK) urged accountability
for North Korea’s leadership in February 2014. The COI DPRK concluded
that the systematic, widespread, and gross human rights violations occurring
in North Korea amount to crimes against humanity. In particular, the COI
DPRK made clear that public executions and enforced disappearances are the
core means supporting North Korea’s totalitarian system based on a reign of

terror:

“The keystone to the political system is the vast political and security
apparatus that strategically uses surveillance, coercion, fear and punishment
to preclude the expression of any dissent. Public executions and enforced
disappearance to political prison camps serve as the ultimate means to

terrorize the population into submission.”’

Following the 2014 COI DPRK report, TJWG began documenting and mapping
North Korea’s mass atrocities in 2015.2 This report is TJWG’s fourth mapping

report on executions in North Korea, following previous reports published in

1 UN Human Rights Council, Twenty-fifth session, “Report of the detailed findings of the commission of inquiry on
human rights in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea,” A/HRC/25/CRP.1, February 7, 2014, para. 1214, https:/
undocs.org/a/hrc/25/crp. 1

2 For an article describing the research methodology to identify the people, places and institutions associated
with human rights violations by pairing remote sensing (RS) technologies with testimonial data, see Sarah A. Son,
“Watching North Korea from the sky: Remote sensing and documenting human rights in the Democratic People’s
Republic of Korea,” Political Geography 92 (January 2022), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2021.102525
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2017,2019, and 2021.°> Compared to the 2021 report entitled Mapping Killings
Under Kim Jong-un, this report presents and visualizes more information on
executions under Kim Jong-un’s rule, with a particular focus on analyzing the

change that occurred after the COVID-19 pandemic.

In 2020, TJWG’s mapping project on North Korea’s executions faced an
obstacle when the outbreak of COVID-19 in China prompted North Korea
to completely close its borders. Over the following five years, the number of
North Koreans escaping to China declined drastically, along with the number
of escapees arriving in South Korea, most of whom had escaped from North
Korea to China before January 2020. Even after COVID-19 became endemic in
2023 and the need for strict border control subsided, North Korean authorities
continued to keep the borders closed. Consequently, opportunities to interview
North Korean escapees about the recent executions in North Korea have been

diminished for a prolonged period of time.*

To overcome this challenge, TTWG decided to maintain its existing documentation
methodology while expanding the scope of information collection, integrating
data from its own documentation with other sources. As part of this effort,
TJWG signed a memorandum of understanding (MOU) with DailyNK in

3 Mapping Crimes Against Humanity in North Korea: Mass Graves, Killing Sites and Documentary Evidence
(2017), Mapping the fate of the Dead (2019), and Mapping Killings Under Kim Jong-un: North Korea’s Response
to International Pressure (2021). On North Korea's enforced disappearances, T)WG published a fact-finding report
entitled Existing “Nowhere”: Looking into North Korea’s Crime of Enforced Disappearance in October 2024 and an
advocacy report entitled Documentation and Accountability for North Korea’s Crime of Enforced Disappearance:
Stock-taking and Recommendations in April 2025. TIWG's reports are available at https://en.tjwg.org/mapping-
project-north-korea

4 The number of North Korean escapees who entered South Korea in 2019 was 1,047, but the number declined
sharply to 229 in 2020, 63 in 2021, and 67 in 2022. The number bounced back slightly to 196 in 2023 and 236
in 2024, but the number in 2025 decreased to 223. Ministry of Unification, “Settlement Support for North Korean
Defectors,” https://unikorea.go.kr/web/unikorea/contents/status_lately (accessed on March 4, 2026). Most North
Korean escapees who entered South Korea since 2020 had either escaped from North Korea to China before North
Korea’s border lockdown or had stayed in China, Russia, and other countries as personnel dispatched overseas
before escaping to South Korea. North Korean personnel dispatched overseas under the guise of students studying
abroad are known to work mostly in the construction and IT industries in the case of men, and in the service
industries like restaurants or seafood processing industry in the case of women. Some North Korean escapees have
succeeded in escaping directly from North Korea to South Korea by crossing the inter-Korean maritime boundary
or the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) since 2020. Unusually, for two years, men outnumbered women among the North
Korean escapees who entered South Korea in 2021 (40 men and 23 women) and in 2022 (35 men and 32 women)
for the first time in 20 years since 2001 (294 men and 289 women).

Mapping North Korea’s Executions Before and After the COVID-19 Pandemic 9



April 2021 to promote freedom of information for the North Korean people
and to investigate human rights violations. Since then, the organizations have
been cooperating not only to improve the North Korean people’s access to
external information but also to share materials and information on grave
human rights violations, including war crimes, crimes against humanity, and

genocide.’

This report contains three key new features. The first is the expansion and
integration of data. A major aspect of this expansion involved reviewing
reporting by North Korea-focused news outlets since 2010 to generate a new
dataset. The information TJWG has gathered through in-person interviews
with North Korean escapees is referred to as the “closed-source dataset,” while
data from other organizations, such as news reports, is referred to as the “open-
source dataset.” The research team standardized the data attributes to ensure

compatibility between the two datasets with a view to integrated analysis.

Second, this report places emphasis on observing and analyzing annual trends

to deduce their causes and to suggest their implications.

Third, this report adopts an internationally used crime-classification system for
categorizing and analyzing the incidents documented. This allows observation
of patterns around particular crimes and the implementation of the death

penalty or executions by the Kim Jong-un regime for the said crimes.

This report begins with the key findings, followed by an overview of the North
Korean escapees who participated in the investigation and the data collected
through reports from North Korea-focused news outlets. It then discusses the
issues raised in the international criticism of North Korea’s public executions,
excessive use of the death penalty, and the regime’s response. Central to this
report is an analysis of executions and death sentencings under Kim Jong-un’s

rule, specifically examining annual trends, nationwide distribution, execution

5 Mun Dong Hui, “DailyNK and Transitional Justice Working Group sign agreement to enhance cooperation,”
DailyNK, April 12, 2021, https://www.dailynk.com/english/daily-nk-transitional-justice-working-group-sign-
agreement-enhance-cooperation
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types, execution sites, execution methods, and capital offenses. Furthermore,
the report compares patterns of executions before and after the COVID-19

pandemic before concluding with a roadmap for future research and reports.

Mapping North Korea’s Executions Before and After the COVID-19 Pandemic 11



Key Findings

Notes

This report examines cases of executions carried out by state organs in North Korea, as well as cases
in which death sentences were imposed but remains unknown whether they were carried out. For the
purpose of its analysis, TJWG uses the term “death sentencing” instead of “death sentence” to include
a death sentencing where multiple individuals were sentenced to death (see p.41).

The information in this report should be viewed as an ongoing development rather than a definitive
account. All figures presented herein are considered tentative or minimum figures. Cases that can be
identified and documented from outside North Korea depict a fraction of the real scale.

North Korea renamed the Ministry of State Security as the “National Intelligence Bureau” in March
2026 and signaled that the Ministry of Social Security may also be renamed. In September 2025, it
was confirmed that the Reconnaissance General Bureau had been renamed the “Reconnaissance
Intelligence General Bureau.” However, the cases examined in this report were conducted by the
relevant bodies under their former names, and TJWG retains the former institutional and position titles
for accurate documentation.

Since 2015, TJWG’s Mapping Project for North Korea’s executions has:

12

e Interviewed 880 North Korean escapees who lived in 87 cities/counties

across North Korea.

® Documented 1,008 statements concerning executions and death

sentencings since 1956, covering three generations of rule by Kim II-

sung, Kim Jong-il, and Kim Jong-un.

e Identified 44 unique cases of executions and death sentencings that
occurred after Kim Jong-un’s rise to power on December 17, 2011,

from statements by 265 escapees from 51 cities/counties in North Korea

(closed-source dataset).

e Identified 101 unique cases of executions and death sentencings from

the news reports of five North Korea-focused news outlets with sources

Transitional Justice Working Group




inside North Korea (open-source dataset).
e Identified one overlapping case between the two datasets and analyzed
the overall patterns under Kim Jong-un’s rule (until December 16, 2024)

based on the 144 documented executions and death sentencings.

According to analysis of the 144 documented executions and death sentencings
during the Kim Jong-un period (December 17,2011 — December 16, 2024):

e In 136 executions, at least 358 individuals were executed. The average
number of persons executed per execution was 2.6.

® During the same time period, there were 8 death sentencings in which 9
individuals were sentenced to death but were taken away without being
executed on the spot in public show trials.

® The highest number of documented executions, including mass
executions, were reported as having occurred in 2020 with 24
executions. The highest number of executed persons was reported in
2013 with 80 individuals.

e The annual number of documented executions exceeded 10 cases
from 2012 to 2014 and from 2020 to 2021. The first three years
coincided with the start of Kim Jong-un’s inheritance of power and
the latter two years with the beginning of the measures related to the
COVID-19 pandemic. During these five years, there were 87 executions,
representing 64.0% of the 136 cases documented over 13 years, while
the 268 individuals executed accounted for 74.9% of the 358 total.

For the 111 executions with known localities:

e They were documented in 34 of North Korea’s 167 cities/counties
(20.4%).

® The top five localities by number of documented executions were:
1. Hyesan City, Ryanggang Province with 23 executions (20.7%)
2. Pyongyang (province-level city) with 22 executions (19.8%)
3. Chongjin City, North Hamgyong Province with 17 executions

(15.3%)

4. Hamhung City, South Hamgyong Province with 5 executions (4.5%)
4. Hoeryong City, North Hamgyong Province with § executions (4.5%).

e In terms of key regions:

1. The northern cities/counties adjacent to the Chinese and Russian

Mapping North Korea’s Executions Before and After the COVID-19 Pandemic 13



border had 42 executions (37.8%)

2. Inland cities/counties had 34 executions (30.6%)

3. Cities/counties adjacent to the East Sea had 27 executions (24.3%)

4. Cities/counties adjacent to the West Sea had 6 executions (5.4%)

5. Southern cities/counties adjacent to the military demarcation line
with South Korea had 2 executions (1.8%).

129 executions can be categorized into the following types:

® Type 1-A (public executions where the masses are mobilized to observe):
66 executions (51.1%)

e Type 1-B (public executions where specific groups are targeted to observe):
28 executions (21.7%)

® Type 2 (non-public executions): 29 executions (22.5%)

® Type 3 (extrajudicial summary executions carried out without even a
perfunctory trial): 6 executions (4.7%)

® The highest number of public executions was carried out in 2013 at the
start of Kim Jong-un’s rise to power and the most non-public executions
occurred in 2020 when the measures related to the COVID-19 pandemic

began to be implemented.

According to the analysis of executions where both the type and the location
were documented:

* Type 1-A executions (public executions where the masses are mobilized)
were documented at 24 sites in 17 cities/counties in open grounds, such
as defunct airfields, riversides, open-storage yards for mine waste, and
farmland.

* Type 1-B executions (public executions where specific groups are targeted
for mobilization) were documented at 13 sites in five cities/counties,
mostly in Pyongyang and its vicinity and primarily at universities run as
the educational institutions for senior cadres by the military, intelligence,
public security sectors’ special organs, and military firing ranges.

® Type 2 executions (non-public executions) were documented at 8 sites
or competent organs in 8 cities/counties, primarily at locations where
the Ministry of State Security and the Ministry of Social Security could
control information leaks.

® For the sites of Type 3 executions (extrajudicial summary executions

14 Transitional Justice Working Group



carried out without even a perfunctory trial), geolocation information
has been documented for the summary executions of inmates who
attempted to escape from Kwanliso (political prison camp) No. 25 in
Chongjin City, North Hamgyong Province in 2012 and 2016. There
is information indicating that, in 2023, inmates at a kwanliso were
executed for resisting punishment.

® TJWG created a map displaying the nationwide distribution of the 46
execution sites with a list of coordinates for 40 of them.

e A map displaying 12 execution sites in Pyongyang and its vicinity shows
that 5§ of the 10 execution sites within the city limits of Pyongyang
were concentrated within a 10-kilometer radius north of Kim Jong-un’s

office.

Of the 111 executions where the execution methods were known:

¢ Executions using firearms such as rifles and machine guns were typical
with 107 cases (96.4%) followed by two cases of executions each by
hanging and by the use of blunt instruments.

e The two hangings, which occurred in Musan County, North Hamgyong
Province in 2012 and in Chongjin City, North Hamgyong Province in
2014, were Type 1-A (public executions where the masses are mobilized
to observe).

® The two blunt-force executions, one using an iron mace in 2012 and the
other a hammer in 2020, were both Type 2 (non-public executions) and

were reported by North Korea—focused media.

For the 144 documented executions and death sentencings by capital offense:
® The top 6 capital offenses with 10 or more documented executions or
death sentencings under Kim Jong-un’s rule were:

1. Violating controls on freedom of expression such as the use,
introduction or dissemination of foreign culture and information—
including South Korean movies, dramas, and music—as well as
religious and “superstitious” acts with 29 cases (20.1%)

2. Criminal acts not elsewhere classified, mostly political offenses, such
as violating Kim Jong-un’s orders and policies; criticizing Kim Jong-
un, the Party and the Ministry of State Security; forming a private

group; slaughtering and consuming cattle; eating human flesh, with

Mapping North Korea’s Executions Before and After the COVID-19 Pandemic 15



26 cases (18.1%)

3. Intentional homicide with 19 cases (13.2%)

4. Drug trafficking and use with 16 cases (11.1%)

5. Violating COVID-19 and foot-and-mouth disease control measures
with 12 cases (8.3%)

6. Embezzling and illegally amassing wealth with 11 cases (7.6%).

* TJWG created a map displaying the nationwide distribution of

executions for each of the top 6 capital offenses.

To analyze the changes in the patterns of documented executions in North
Korea before and after the COVID-19 pandemic:

16

® TJWG created Table 7 and the Appendix categorizing 144 documented

executions and death sentencings by capital offense, year, number of
condemned persons, execution type, method, and locality. There were
79 cases before and 65 cases after North Korea’s COVID-19 border
closure on January 30, 2020.

Under the identical time spans of 1,783 days each, TTWG found 30 cases
before and 65 cases after the COVID-19 border closure on January 30,
2020 (Chart 5).

The number of documented executions and death sentencings in the
equal time periods before and after the border closure increased by
116.7% (from 30 to 65), while the number of condemned persons
increased by 247.7% (from 44 to 153).

Prior to the border closure, murder was the most frequently cited capital
offense (9 cases). Following the border closure, the focus shifted toward
offenses involving foreign culture and information, such as South Korean
movies, dramas, and music, as well as religion and “superstitions,”
becoming the most common charges (14 cases).

Following the border closure, death penalty cases for murder declined by
44.4% (from 9 to 5), while the number of condemned persons decreased
by 10.0% (from 10 to 9). In contrast, offenses related to foreign culture,
religion, and “superstition” experienced the largest growth. These cases
increased by 250% (from 4 to 14), while the number of condemned
persons increased by 442.9% (from 7 to 38).

e Executions and death sentencings for political prisoners, such as those

who violated Kim Jong-un’s orders or criticized Kim Jong-un, the

Transitional Justice Working Group



Party, and the Ministry of State Security, surged following the border
closure. Cases increased by 225% (from 4 to 13), while the number
of condemned persons grew by 600% (from 4 to 28). This sharp
escalation suggests that the regime may be responding to growing
internal dissatisfaction or intensifying state violence to suppress political
discontent.

® There were 12 executions (28 persons) for violations of movement
control measures, including the COVID-19 restrictions, making it the
third most common capital offense after the border closure.

e These findings suggest that following the border closure, North Korea’s
death penalty priorities focused on enforcing ideological control and
political dominance.

® The number of localities with documented executions expanded from
8 (province-level city Pyongyang and 7 other cities/counties) to 19
localities (province-level cities, namely Pyongyang, Nampo, Kaesong,
and Rason, along with 15 other cities/counties) in the equal time
periods before and after the border closure. At the province level, this
expanded from Pyongyang and 3 northeastern provinces (North and
South Hamgyong Provinces and Ryanggang Province) to all 4 province-

level cities (Pyongyang, Nampo, Kaesong, and Rason) and 8 provinces.

Mapping North Korea’s Executions Before and After the COVID-19 Pandemic 17



Data Overview

TJWG's interview data

The mapping interviews are conducted with the participation of North Korean
escapees who have arrived in South Korea. Interviewees either volunteer to
participate or are recommended by previous interviewees using snowball

sampling or convenience sampling.

During the interviews, information on executions, trials, related institutions, and
individuals are documented and the coordinates for future field investigations
are acquired by markings on satellite photos. The interviews focus on three
main types of locations: @ sites where the North Korean regime is known or
presumed to have carried out

public or non-public executions, Table 1| Gender and age of 880 interviewees

@ sites where bodies were Total number Number of interviewees
disposed of or discovered, and of i"t&rggwees from the K(iz";;;’"g'“" e
(3 sites of state institutions that Female 683 182
are likely to hold documentary " Male 195 o3
evidence related to these events. 10 10 8

205 81 60
From April 2015 to December 305 82 28
2024, over a span of 9 years and 405 164 50
9 months, a total of 880 North Age 50s 218 59
Korean escapees participated 60s 169 36
in this project. Their gender 70s 139 2
and age distribution at the 80s " 2
time of the TJWG interviews is Undisclosed 4 !
summarized in Table 1. Withdrawn 2
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Map 1 | Distribution of 880 interviewees’ primary residence in North Korea®

Number of interviewees
(Number of cities/counties)
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6 For the administrative boundaries, the North Korean map on the North Korea Information Portal of the Ministry
of Unification (https:/nkinfo.unikorea.go.kr/NKMap) was referenced. However, the said map does not reflect
the changed administrative system of cities and counties in North Korea. For this report, TIWG updated the
administrative districts based on North Korea’s administrative district map (1:600,000) published by North Korea’s
Map Publishing House in April 2024. For the documentation of locations, the Global Administrative Areas (GADM)
version 4.1 database (https://gadm.org) was used.
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Two of the 880 interviewees’ records were deleted upon requests, and five
interviewees did not disclose their primary residence in North Korea. Excluding
these 7 individuals, the primary residence of the remaining 873 interviewees
encompassed 87 of 167 cities and counties in North Korea (52.1%), as shown
in Map 1.7

Province-level Number of

administrative unit | interviewees et ety T

Hoeryong City (103), Chongjin City (86), Onsong County (86), Musan County (74),
North Hamgyong 31 Kyonghung County (16), Kimchaek City (15), Kyongwon County (14),

Province Kyongsong County (10), Kilju County (9), Myongchon County (5), Yonsa County (5),
Puryong County (3), Hwaedae County (2), Orang County (2), Myonggan County (1)

Hamhung City (23), Tanchon City (10), Kumya County (6), Sinpo City (4),

South Hamgyong 68 Chongpyong County (4), Hamju County (4), Hongwon County (4), Pukchong County (3),
Province Kowon County (2), Sinhung County (2), Yodok County (2), Hochon County (1),

Riwon County (1), Toksong County (1), Yonggwang County (1)

Hyesan City (177), Kimjongsuk County (13), Pochon County (8), Unhung County (4),

Rﬁg\iiizg 215 Kapsan County (3), Taehongdan County (3), Samjiyon City (2), Packam County (2),
Pungso County (2), Kimhyongjik County (1)
Chagang 7 Kanggye City (2), Manpo City (2), Chunggang County (1), Hyangsan County (1),
Province Jonchon County (1)
North Pyongan 13 Sinuiju City (4), Sakju County (3), Pakchon County (2), Kujang County (1),
Province Nyongbyon County (1), Sonchon County (1), Yumju County (1)

Pyongsong City (8), Sunchon City (8), Pukchang County (6), Sinyang County (4),

South Pyongan 37 Tokchon City (3), Anju City (2), Mundok County (2), Maengsan County (1),

Province Sukchon County (1), Taedong County (1), Unsan County (1)
Kangwon 16 Wonsan City (6), Chonnae County (3), Tongchon County (2), Munchon City (1),
Province Hoeyang County (1), Ichon County (1), Kosong County (1), Pyonggang County (1)
North Hwanghae 17 Sariwon City (9), Songrim City (2), Hwangju County (2), Sohung County (2),
Province Pongsan County (1), Pyongsan County (1)
South Hwanghae 1 Haeju City (4), Pyoksong County (2), Ryongyon County (2), Paechon County (1),
Province Sinchon County (1), Yonan County (1)
Pyongyang 39
Nampo 12
Kaesong 2
Rason 5
Miscellaneous 7 Undisclosed (5), Withdrawn (2)
Total 880

Notes The administrative names in this report used the North Korean naming convention, which does not apply the initial-sound
rule (dueum beopchik), without modification. See the names in the standard language used in South Korea, which applies the
initial-sound rule in parentheses: Ryanggang Province (Yanggang Province), Riwon County (lwon County), Nyongbyon County
(Yongbyon County), Ryongyon County (Yongyon County), and Rason (Nason).

7 For the number of cities and counties under North Korea's administrative division, the most up-to-date
information (December 23, 2025) provided by the Korean Statistical Information Service (KOSIS) was referenced.
https://kosis.kr/statHtml/statHtml.do?orgld=101&tblld=DT_1ZGA15A&conn_path=I2 (accessed on March 13, 2026).
Pyongyang Directly-Governed City, Rason Special City, Nampo Special City, and Kaesong Special City are province-
level administrative units larger than ordinary cities, but they were treated as cities.
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Of the 880 interviewees, 265 (30.1%) made the final escape from North Korea

during the Kim Jong-un era. 7 interviewees had escaped from North Korea

after the government closed the border in response to COVID-19 on January

30, 20205 the interviewee who escaped most recently from North Korea left the

country in October 2023.

Chart 1 | 880 interviewees’ year of final escape from North Korea
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Map 2 | Distribution of primary residence of 265 interviewees who had lived under
Kim Jong-un’s rule
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As shown in Map 2, the primary residence of 265 interviewees who had lived
under Kim Jong-un’s rule covered 51 of 167 cities and counties in North Korea

(30.5%). Many were from Ryanggang Province and North Hamgyong Province

bordering China.
Province-level Number of .
administrative unit interviewees Breakdown by city/county
North Hamgyong Chongjm Clt.y (18), Musan County (15), 0ns'(?ng County (15), Hoeryong City (13),
Province 80 Kimchaek City (7), Kyongwon County (3), Kilju County (2), Kyonghung County (2),
Yonsa County (2), Kyongsong County (1), Myongchon County (1), Orang County (1)
South Hamgyong 9 Kumya County (3), Sinpo City (2), Tanchon City (2), Hamhung City (1),
Province Pukchong County (1)
Rvanadan Hyesan City (97), Kimjongsuk County (13), Pochon County (6), Kapsan County (3),
}I;m\?igr:ceg 124 Taehongdan County (2), Samjiyon City (1), Kimhyongjik County (1),
Unhung County (1)
Chagang 3 Kanggye City (1), Manpo City (1), Chunggang County (1)
Province ggye City (1), po City (1), ggang ty
North Pyongan Lo
Province 4 Pakchon County (2), Sinuiju City (1), Sonchon County (1)
South Pyongan 1 Pyongsong City (4), Sunchon City (3), Mundok County (2), Pukchang County (2),
Province Tokchon City (1)
Kangwon . .
Province 3 Munchon City (1), Wonsan City (1), Kosong County (1)
North Hwanghae 1 Sariwon City (6), Songrim City (1), Hwangju County (1), Pongsan County (1),
Province Pyongsan County (1), Sohung County (1)
South Hwanghae L
Province 4 Pyoksong County (2), Haeju City (1), Ryongyon County (1)
Pyongyang 9
Nampo 3
Kaesong 0
Rason 1
Miscellaneous 2 Undisclosed (2)
Total 265

Data from five North Korea-focused news outlets

Since 2021, TJWG has been collecting and categorizing information from other
sources. One of these sources is news reports from North Korea-focused news
outlets that have sources inside North Korea. We have generated a dataset using

news reports from five such outlets: DailyNK (South Korea), Radio Free Asia
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(RFA) (United States), Asia Press (Japan), Freedom Chosun and NK Times (both

founded by North Korean escapees who have resettled in South Korea).®

The selected news reports fall under three categories: (D cases in which death
sentences were carried out, @ cases in which the North Korean authorities
issued death sentences in public show trials or public criticism sessions, but did
not carry out the execution on the spot, and (3 cases in which the authorities
did not publicly specify the type of punishment, but were reported as highly
likely to have resulted in executions. Reports that did not originate from inside
North Korea—such as those citing “according to South Korean government
officials”—or did not specify the location of the incident within North Korea

were excluded.

TJWG extracted news reports under these three categories where executions or
death sentencings occurred between December 17, 2011, the date of Kim Jong-
il’s death and Kim Jong-un’s immediate succession as the Supreme Leader, and
December 16, 2024.

For each extracted report, information was broken down into 32 attributes,
including the date of the incident, location, alleged crime, number of people
punished, and source of information. It took approximately one year to conduct
multiple close readings of each report, which were in both written and spoken
forms, to extract relevant attribute information for review, standardization, and

categorization.

Even when reports mentioned names of places, they rarely included geographic

coordinates. TJWG was able to get coordinates to many of these locations.

8 These news outlets were founded or began North Korea-focused reporting as follows:

DailyNK was founded as an online news service in December 2004 and reports on North Korean news through
sources based in various regions of North Korea.

Radio Free Asia (RFA) is an international broadcaster established in 1996 with funding from the U.S. Congress,
based on the United States International Broadcasting Act of 1994. It began with the Chinese-language service in
September 1996, followed by the Vietnamese-language service in February 1997, and the Korean-language service
in March 1997.

Asia Press was founded in October 1987 and began reporting on North Korea in 1993. Since 2002, it has had
undercover reporters operating inside North Korea.

Freedom Chosun was founded in January 2023 and began reporting on North Korean internal news.

NK Times was founded in February 2023 and began its coverage of North Korean internal news in April 2023.
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When a specific site or building in North Korea was mentioned in news reports,
TJWG used its geospatial database of various institutions and facilities across
North Korea, developed over the past decade, to locate these references. For
a few locations where TJWG did not have the coordinates, TTWG obtained
the information with the cooperation of DailyNK. When only administrative
names, such as city, county, district, neighborhood, or village, were mentioned
without a specific name of location, the central coordinates for the respective
administrative units were temporarily assigned. By geolocating incident data,
it became possible to observe capital offenses across the country by region,
including border, coastal, inland, urban, and rural areas, or concentrated areas

of military units, factories, and enterprises.

It also took a considerable amount of time to determine whether multiple news
outlets had reported on the same incident and to document the similarities and
differences among those reports. When different outlets had sources in the same
region of North Korea, it was useful for cross-checking. When they had sources
in different regions, it was helpful for comparing situations across multiple

regions and examining the broader context.

Data integration through standardization

From the interviews with 880 North Korean escapees, TTWG documented a total
of 1,008 statements on executions and death sentencings from 1956 to March
2023 spanning three generations of ruling by Kim Il-sung, Kim Jong-il, and Kim

Jong-un.

The five North Korea-focused news outlets reported a total of 170 articles on
executions and death sentencings from December 2010 to December 2024,
mainly falling under the Kim Jong-un era. TJWG structured these articles
into a dataset, including those on specific incidents, as well as closely related

contextual information.
From the two structured datasets, TJWG extracted all incidents that occurred

during the Kim Jong-un era. After eliminating duplicates from overlapping

reports, TJWG identified a total of 144 unique cases.
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Chart 2 | Number of cases documented from TJWG's interviews and five North Korea-focused
news outlets’ reporting

Number of cases mem= TJWG === North Korea-focused media === Total

25
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Year

e From the interviews, TJWG identified 44 unique cases during the Kim

Jong-un era.’

e Reporting of five North Korea-focused news outlets identified 101

unique cases during the same period.'°

® One identical case in 2013 was identified from both TJWG’s

interviews and the five North Korea-focused news outlets’ reporting.

9 In the interviews, 7 cases were testified by two or more escapees. The largest number of witnesses for a single
incident was three people. 10 statements from 10 escapees were excluded from this analysis because it was unclear
whether the executions occurred before or after December 17, 2011, the date of Kim Jong-il's death and the
transition of power to Kim Jong-un.

10 In the news outlets’ reporting, three cases were reported by two or more outlets, citing different sources inside
North Korea.
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® Therefore, TJWG identified and analyzed a combined total of 144

unique cases.

Chart 2 illustrates (D the number of cases documented from TJWG’s interviews
(blue), @ the number of cases from the five North Korea-focused news outlets’
reporting (orange), and 3 the combined number of cases from TJWG’s
interviews and North Korea-focused news outlets’ reporting (gray) organized by

year.

The line chart displaying the number of cases identified from TJWG’s in-person
interviews with escapees shows that recent incidents are increasingly difficult to
track as escaping from North Korea becomes harder and fewer people are able
to reach South Korea. In contrast, North Korea—focused news outlets, which
monitor conditions inside North Korea through other communication means
such as mobile phones, were able to consistently track incidents and situations

within the country even after the border closures in 2020.

During the 5-year period from 2013 to 2017, the number of cases identified
from TJWG’s interviews and the North Korea-focused news outlets’ reporting
displayed a similar trend. However, a striking contrast emerged from 2018.
While TJWG was not able to identify cases in 2020 when the border was closed,
the five North Korea-focused news outlets reported 25 cases from their sources

inside North Korea.

This demonstrates that generating a big dataset by reviewing reports by the
North Korea-focused news outlets, who can identify cases through their sources
in North Korea, can be an alternative for overcoming the challenges of in-
person interviews in a context where escaping from North Korea has become
more difficult. TJWG aimed to understand the situation in North Korea more
broadly and accurately by extracting, refining, and standardizing shared

attribute information and expanding the analysis.
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North Korea's Response to International Criticism of
Public Executions and Excessive Use of the Death
Penalty

Condemnations in the 24 consecutive annual UN DPRK human
rights resolutions

The issue of executions has been raised for 24 consecutive years in UN
resolutions on the human rights situation in North Korea from 2003 to 2026.
The former Commission on Human Rights, the precursor to the Human Rights
Council, identified public executions and the death penalty for political reasons
as “systemic, widespread and grave violations of human rights,” along with
torture, political prison camps, and forced labor, in its first resolution on North
Korea in 2003.!

The UN General Assembly has also consistently expressed concerns about
public executions and the death penalty for political reasons in its annual
resolutions on the human rights situation in North Korea since 2005.'? The
General Assembly resolutions have referred to “the death penalty for political

and religious reasons” from 2007."3

North Korea’s treatment of escape from the country as an act of treason punishable
by death has also been raised in the former Commission on Human Right’s
resolutions since 2003 and the General Assembly’s resolutions since 2005.'

As concerns mounted about the resumption of forcible repatriation of North

11 UN Commission on Human Rights, “Resolution on situation of human rights in the Democratic People’s Republic
of Korea,” E/CN.4/RES/2003/10, April 16, 2003, para. 1(a).

12 UN General Assembly, Sixtieth session, “Resolution on the situation of human rights in the Democratic People’s
Republic of Korea, adopted on 16 December 2005," A/RES/60/173, March 14, 2006, para. 1(b)(i).

13 UN General Assembly, Sixty-second session, “Resolution on the situation of human rights in the Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea, adopted on 18 December 2007,"” A/RES/62/167, February 28, 2008, para. 1(b)(i).

14 UN Commission on Human Rights, E/CN.4/RES/2003/10, para. 2(d); UN General Assembly, A/RES/60/173, para. 1(b)ii).
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Korean refugees and escapees detained in China during the COVID-19 border
closure, the General Assembly’s resolution in December 2022 and the Human
Rights Council’s resolution in April 2023 urged North Korea to ensure that they
are treated humanely and not subjected to human rights violations, including

arbitrary execution.'

However, on the night of October 9, 2023, China forcibly repatriated hundreds
of North Korean detainees overnight, drawing widespread condemnation from

the international community.!®

A reference to extrajudicial, summary, and arbitrary executions was first
included in the 2013 General Assembly resolution.'” Since 2015, the
Human Rights Council resolutions urged the North Korean government “to
immediately cease the practice of the arbitrary [and summary] execution of

»

persons in custody” (“and summary” was added since 2018).'8
The General Assembly and Human Rights Council resolutions have yet to

address the non-public executions, including secret executions, in North Korea.

Admission and downplaying of public executions in Universal
Periodic Reviews

North Korea claims to reject the UN General Assembly and Human Rights
Council’s North Korean human rights resolutions, but despite its initial
reluctance, it has engaged with the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) at the
Human Rights Council. The UN member states have raised the issue of public

15 UN General Assembly, Seventy-seventh session, “Resolution on the situation of human rights in the Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea, adopted on 15 December 2022," A/RES/77/226, para. 18(g); UN Human Rights Council,
Fifty-second session, “Resolution on the situation of human rights in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea,
adopted on 4 April 2023," A/HRC/RES/52/28, January 9, 2023, para. 2(m).

16 Lina Yoon, “China Forcibly Returns More than 500 to North Korea,” Human Rights Watch, October 12, 2023,
https:/Awww.hrw.org/news/2023/10/12/china-forcibly-returns-more-500-north-korea

17 UN General Assembly, Sixty-eighth session, “Resolution on situation of human rights in the Democratic People’s
Republic of Korea, adopted on 18 December 2013,” A/RES/68/183, February 4, 2014, para. 1(a)(i).

18 UN Human Rights Council, Twenty-eighth session, “Resolution on situation of human rights in the Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea, adopted on 27 March 2015,” A/HRC/RES/28/22, April 8, 2015, para. 2(e); UN Human
Rights Council, Thirty-seventh session, “Resolution on situation of human rights in the Democratic People’s Republic
of Korea, adopted on 23 March 2018,” A/HRC/RES/37/28, April 9, 2018, para. 2(e).
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executions and the death penalty through their recommendations as well as
advance questions and oral statements during the interactive dialogues during
DPRK UPRs.

From the 1st cycle of the UPR in 2009 to the 4th cycle in 2024, a total of 44
countries discussed or made recommendations regarding public executions and
the death penalty (see Table 2).

Table 2 | UN member states that discussed or made recommendations regarding public
executions and the death penalty in the DPRK UPRs

1st UPR cycle
(2008-2011)"°

2nd UPR cycle
(2012-2016)%°

3rd UPR cycle
(2017-2022)°'

4th UPR cycle
(2022-2027)

Advance . . Germany, Belgium, Germany, Lichtenstein,
i UK, Netherlands Belgium, Czechia, USA y g y
questions Australia, Angola South Korea, USA
Brazil, Japan, USA,
Statements Hungary, Israel, Italy,
. . France, Netherlands, ) .
during interactive . Slovakia, Montenegro Georgia
" Chile, Italy, New .
dialogues North Macedonia

Zealand, Lithuania

Recommendations

Brazil, Chile, Italy, Spain,
Lithuania, New Zealand,
France, Israel, Norway,

Portugal, Latvia,
Uruguay, Namibia,
Slovakia, Spain,
Macedonia, Italy, Sierra
Leone, Turkey, Ecuador,
Belgium, Costa Rica,

Latvia, Portugal, Togo,
Italy, Belgium, Ukraine,
France, Georgia,
Greece, Iceland,
Mozambique, Namibia,

Spain, Portugal,
Slovenia, Iceland,
France, Albania, Italy,
Latvia, Lichtenstein,
Lithuania, Montenegro,
Paraguay, Costa Rica,

Canada Lithuania, France, New Zealand, Spain, : . .

) ) Croatia, Chile, Belgium,
Hungary, Montenegro, East Timor, Czechia, X
. K Australia, New Zealand,
Germany, Chile, Iceland, Australia .
Canada, Czechia
Greece
14 24 20 24
Total
44 (without duplicates)

19 UN Human Rights Council, Thirteenth session, “Report of the Working Group on the Universal Periodic Review:
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea,” A/HRC/13/13, January 4, 2010, https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/
g10/101/75/pdf/g1010175.pdf

20 UN Human Rights Council, Twenty-seventh session, “Report of the Working Group on the Universal Periodic
Review: Democratic People’s Republic of Korea,” A/HRC/27/10, July 2, 2014, https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/
gen/g14/072/22/pdf/g1407222.pdf

21 UN Human Rights Council, Forty-second session, “Report of the Working Group on the Universal Periodic
Review: Democratic People’s Republic of Korea,” A/HRC/42/10, June 25, 2019, https://documents.un.org/doc/
undoc/gen/g19/184/10/pdf/g1918410.pdf

22 UN Human Rights Council, Fifty-eighth session, “Report of the Working Group on the Universal Periodic Review:
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea,” A/HRC/58/11, December 19, 2024, https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/
gen/g24/224/17/pdf/g2422417 .pdf
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1st UPR cycle (2008-2011)

At the interactive dialogue of the 1st UPR, held on December 7, 2009, under Kim
Jong-il’s rule, North Korea stated that non-public execution is the rule and that
public executions had occurred only once or twice in extremely rare cases when
residents with resentments requested to witness them. It also claimed that “death
penalty cases themselves are extremely few” because the number of death penalty
provisions had been greatly reduced. Notably, North Korea acknowledged

that public executions had taken place and used the term “executions.”

“The issue of public execution has now been raised, but all expertly answers
have already been given specifically at our Covenant review. However, this
issue is raised in various occasions, but public execution is not the rule. Non-
public execution is the rule. However, in extremely exceptional cases, the
law enforcement organs’ personnel, that is...in heinous crimes, these sparsely,
extremely rarely occurring crimes...victims, these people with enmity asking that
residents are able to confirm...such issues frequently being raised...in relation to
such matter, there are one or two instances of public executions. However, non-
public execution is the rule. Our country in the past had about 30-40 provisions
prescribing the death penalty. With the recent deep cut, only six provisions are
left. Therefore, death penalty cases themselves are extremely few.”

— Sim Hyong-il [A& Y], then-Chief of Legal Bureau of the Central Court

In its national report submitted prior to the 1st UPR, North Korea claimed
that death penalty is imposed in only five categories of extremely serious
penal offenses; however, this is inconsistent with its assertion that there are

six provisions prescribing the death penalty.”* The national report made no

23 TIWG has produced its own English translation of Sim Hyong-il's statement because the English interpretation
provided by North Korea at the time contains numerous omissions and misinterpretations. The original interpretation
is as follows: “Some questions were raised concerning public execution. | must tell you that executing people in
public is not our principle, but in some very exceptional cases, there are public executions for those criminals who
committed very brutal, violent crimes. Often, these requests...these demands are made by the relatives and families
of the victims. So, | must tell you that these public executions that take place in very exceptional cases at the request
of the demand of the victims of the families and their relatives. In our country, the death penalty is imposed on
strictly limited crimes.” UN Human Rights Council, “Democratic People’s Republic of Korea Review - 6th Session of
Universal Periodic Review,” UN Web TV, video, December 7, 2009, https://webtv.un.org/en/asset/k 1Tm/k1myOmblig
(timestamp 03:07:56-03:09:03). For the original Korean statement, see UN Human Rights Council, “Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea Review - 6th Session of Universal Periodic Review,” UN Web TV, video, December 7,
2009, https://webtv.un.org/en/asset/k 1u/k 1udc646jy (timestamp 03:07:45-03:08:58).

24 UN Human Rights Council, Sixth session, “National report submitted in accordance with paragraph 15 (a) of
the annex to Human Rights Council resolution 5/1: Democratic People’s Republic of Korea,” A/HRC/WG.6/6/PRK/1,
August 27, 2009, para. 34, https://docs.un.org/en/A/HRC/WG.6/6/PRK/1
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6 a Notice

Execution of death sentence of
‘ .
AQ‘%‘{”#;&%”L murder offender is as follows:
a
#i ‘7"' 4";" Hﬁ' Criminal: Chu Sun-nam / male / age 30.
by o ’.!ft #’9’ ”& Location of the Crime:
" 5] iy

s BT i Changhung Village, Sapo District.
;ﬁjﬁﬁ _ /‘;‘i;‘g ﬁ#?ﬁy Execution Date: Nov. 15, 1992, 11 o’clock
o . b - .

Execution Site: Sand ground under

/"5 f -/ffﬁ #H # J Yondae bridge in Sapo District
#v‘-g’ "‘J::f A & Hamhung City Social Security Department
A T
/) -

mention at all about public executions.

North Korea’s reference to “one or two instances of public executions”
appears to be an attempt to minimize the scale of public executions by limiting

consideration to cases with physical evidence.

Amnesty International report® cited a public execution that occurred in
November 1992 in Hamhung City, South Hamgyong Province. The execution
was announced on posters for the crimes of “hooliganism™ and “ideological
divergence.” Ri Chol, North Korea’s ambassador to the UN in Geneva,
immediately sent a response disclosing the name of the person “publicly
executed in November [1992] at the request of the crowd” on charge of
murder.”® This was the first time that North Korea officially acknowledged the
occurrence of public executions. In August 1994, South Korean intelligence
revealed that the name of the man who was publicly executed in Hamhung City

was Chu Sun-nam [F'F] and released a photo of the public execution notice

25 Amnesty International, North Korea: Summary of Amnesty International’s concerns, ASA 24/003/1993 (London:
Amnesty International, October 13, 1993), https:/www.amnesty.org/en/documents/asa24/003/1993/en

26 Amnesty International, North Korea: Government replies to Amnesty International’s report, ASA 24/006/1993
(London: Amnesty International, September 30, 1993), https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/asa24/006/1993/en
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posted by the Hamhung City Social Security Department.>’

During the review of North Korea’s second periodic report by the Human Rights
Committee, which oversees the implementation of the International Covenant
on Civil and Political Rights, in August 2001, North Korea stated that 15 death
sentences were handed down since 1998 of which 13 were executed and two
commuted. North Korea then added: “The only public execution in the DPRK
had been carried out in October 1992 at the unanimous request of the inhabitants
of the area where the crime had been committed. The executed man, who had
habitually resorted to acts of violence, had been sentenced to death for the brutal
murder of his grandparents.”?® This was the first time that North Korea officially

admitted the occurrence of public executions at the United Nations.*’

On March 16, 2005, Japanese broadcaster Nippon TV released the world’s first
video footage of the scenes of public executions in North Korea. The video footage
aired in the News Plus 1 program contained the public trials and shooting of two
men named Pak Myong-gil [81"8Z] and Choe Jae-gon [Z]#]] on March 1 and a
man on March 2 in Hoeryong, North Hamgyong Province.*° The video footage,
included in CNN’s in-depth documentary entitled “Undercover in the Secret

State” which was aired on November 14, 2005, had an international impact.’!

On September 20, 2006, Japanese broadcaster TV Asahi aired the video footage

27 Lee Jong-won, “dt, 3HXY Xte” [North Korea commits public execution], Chosun Ilbo, August 27, 1994,
https://newslibrary.naver.com/viewer/index.naver?articleld=1994082700239101002&publishDate=1994-08-27

28 According to the UN record, the statement by Sim Hyong-il, the then-Director-General of the Legislation
Department of the Presidium of the Supreme People’s Assembly and the deputy head of delegation, is as follows:
“Of the 15 death sentences handed down since 1998, 13 had been carried out and 2 commuted. The only public
execution in the DPRK had been carried out in October 1992 at the unanimous request of the inhabitants of the
area where the crime had been committed. The executed man, who had habitually resorted to acts of violence, had
been sentenced to death for the brutal murder of his grandparents.” Human Rights Committee, Seventy-second
session, “Summary record of the 1944th meeting, held at the Palais Wilson, Geneva, on Thursday, 19 July 2001,”
CCPR/C/SR.1944, October 23, 2001, para. 24, https://docs.un.org/en/CCPR/C/SR.1944

29 Kim Mi-young, “[NK2[ZE]- & A|21” [[NK Report] Human Rights Diplomacy / First admission of ‘public
execution’ after presented physical evidence], Chosun llbo, August 5, 2001, https:/Awww.chosun.com/site/data/htm|_
dir/2001/08/05/2001080570255.html

30 DailyNK, “Z|xi= &tHZ A 81 4 1 27[8" [Pak Myong-gil and Choe Jae-gon executed by shooting; 1 man and
1 woman sentenced to life imprisonment], DailyNK, March 14, 2005, https://www.dailynk.com/Z|xi-2tHZ-S4-8
—1-Z-1-87|/; Park In-ho, “3|& 'SIHEA" 1= =Z37" [Audio recording broadcast of Hoeryong ‘public execution’
scene], DailyNK, March 17, 2005, https:/www.dailynk.com/s|E-S/HEA-818-=35

31 “Video shows executions, life inside North Korea,” CNN, November 14, 2005, https://web.archive.org/
web/20060618070848/http:/Avww.cnn.com/2005/WORLD/asiapcf/11/13/nkorea.hiddenvideo
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of the public trial and execution by shooting of a female factory worker named

(o3 =G 32

Yu Bun-hui [§3#38]] in Hamju County, South Hamgyong Province.

2nd UPR cycle (2012-2016)

At the interactive dialogue of the 2nd UPR on May 1, 2014, which was the
first following Kim Jong-un’s rise to power in 2011, North Korea adopted a
more cautious stance. North Korea’s statement on the death penalty, which was
the shortest among all UPRs, made no mention of the number of provisions
prescribing the death penalty and replaced the term “public execution” with
“public death penalty”—all to be repeated in the 3rd and 4th UPRs.

“1 will speak about the issue of public death penalty. Expertly answers have
already been given to this issue in our country’s 1st cycle report review in
the past period. This issue was raised again this time, but the death penalty
being non-public is the rule in our country. However, when the criminal act
is extremely severe, some executions of death sentences are sparsely made
public, but the rule remains non-public death penalty.” >

— Pak Su-jong [E}4=Z], then-Councilor of the Supreme Court

In the national report submitted prior to the 2nd UPR, North Korea claimed
that even for crimes that harm a person’s life, the death penalty is imposed only
for extremely heinous and grave cases and that death sentences are not imposed
on crimes committed by legal minors below 18 years of age nor carried out on
pregnant women as provided in article 29 of the Criminal Law; however, the

national report made no mention at all about public executions.>*

32 Yang Jung-a, “[ZE] 78 4t 03N =Xt SIHEA $E]” [[Photo] Scene of North Korean female worker’s public execution
by shooting in July], DailyNK, September 20, 2006, https:/Avww.dailynk.com/%5BZE %5D-7 E—t—H M- SX-S7HEA
33 TJWG has produced its own English translation of Pak Su-jong’s statement because the English interpretation
provided by North Korea at the time contains numerous omissions and misinterpretations. The original interpretation
is as follows: “Speaking of alleged public executions, sufficient explanations were provided by our experts during the
first cycle review. This question was again raised by some delegates, and | would like to make it clear again that in
principle, we don’t open executions to [the] public. However, we carry out public executions in some exceptional cases
where the committed crime is extremely grave. Allow me to repeat that we maintain the principle of not carrying out
executions in public.” UN Human Rights Council, “DPRK Review - 19th Session of Universal Periodic Review,” UN
Web TV, video, May 1, 2014, https:/Awebtv.un.org/en/asset/k Th/k 1hipg1bl7 (timestamp 03:02:04-03:02:58). For the
original Korean statement, see UN Human Rights Council, “DPRK Review - 19th Session of Universal Periodic Review, "
UN Web TV, video, May 1, 2014, https://webtv.un.org/en/asset/k12/k120adaoq| (timestamp 03:02:05-03:02:50).

34 UN Human Rights Council, Nineteenth session, “National report submitted in accordance with paragraph 5 of
the annex to Human Rights Council resolution 16/21: Democratic People’s Republic of Korea,” A/HRC/WG.6/19/
PRK/1, January 30, 2014, paras. 31-32, https://docs.un.org/en/A/HRC/WG.6/19/PRK/1
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3rd UPR cycle (2017-2022)

Ahead of the 3rd UPR for North Korea, TJWG and other North Korean
human rights groups submitted a report on the death penalty in North Korea
to the UN Human Rights Council in October 2018. The report highlighted
serious violations of international human rights norms, including the lack of
due process and fair trial in the process of handing down death sentences and
the forcible witnessing of executions by others in public executions. The UN
member states were asked to recommend, among other things, North Korea’s

submission of statistics on death sentences and their execution.®’

At the interactive dialogue of the 3rd UPR on May 9, 2019, North Korea
repeated its line from the first UPR in 2009 that public executions take place in
extremely rare cases where victims and inhabitants strongly demand it. North
Korea further emphasized that non-public execution is the rule by stating that
“death sentences are carried out in designated, non-public sites”; however, it did

not offer an explanation about the execution sites.

For the first time in UPRs, North Korea stated that the death penalty applies
to the two categories of “anti-state crimes” and “heinous crimes” under the
Criminal Law and elaborated that provincial courts hand down death sentences
and that the death sentences undergo two levels of review and approval by the

Central Court and the Presidium of the Supreme People’s Assembly.

However, North Korea was silent about capital offenses under its law other
than the Criminal Law and again failed to provide basic data on the death
penalty at the 3rd UPR. Moreover, despite North Korea’s claim that the death
penalty cannot be imposed for crimes committed by legal minors below 18
years of age and cannot be carried out on pregnant women, the 2023 Report on
North Korean Human Rights, published by the Ministry of Unification (MOU)

documented statements by North Korean escapees that they witnessed public

35 TJWG, Korean War Abductee’s Family Union, and NK Watch, “The Need to Clarify the Procedure and
Government Organs responsible for the Executions of Capital Punishment, the Disposal of Bodies of Executed
Persons, and the Notification of the Cause and Manner of Death to Their Family Members in the Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) - Joint Submission to the Human Rights Council at the 33rd Session of the
Universal Periodic Review,” October 4, 2018, https://en.tjwg.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/TIWG_KWAFU_
NKWATCH-Joint-Submission-to-the-UNHRC-at-the-33rd-UPR-for-the-DPRK .pdf
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executions of legal minors in 2015 and 2018 and of pregnant women in 2017.3

“Next, | would like to discuss the death penalty system. The Republic’s Criminal
Code stipulates that the death penalty shall be applied only to anti-state
criminals and those who commit heinous crimes that are utterly intolerable
under our system. Trials of criminal cases that may be punished by death
are handled by provincial courts, and even if provincial courts hand down
judgments, death sentences may be carried out only after undergoing two

levels of review and endorsement by the Central Court and the Presidium
of the Supreme People’s Assembly. The death penalty cannot be imposed
on individuals below 18 years of age at the time of the commission of crimes
and cannot be carried out on pregnant women. Death sentences are carried
out in designated, non-public sites. However, in extremely rare cases where
victims and inhabitants strongly demand public death penalty, upon careful
consideration of their wishes, public death penalty has been carried out.”?’

— Pak Kwang-ho [2}2 3], then-Councilor of the Central Court

In the national report submitted prior to the 3rd UPR, in addition to its
assertions in the 2nd UPR national report, North Korea added that the right
to life is guaranteed by the Socialist Constitution, the Criminal Law, and other
laws concerned and protected by the prosecutorial, judicial, and public security
organs; and that in accordance with article 51 of the Criminal Procedure Law,

criminal cases to which the death penalty is applicable fall under the jurisdiction

36 Ministry of Unification (Republic of Korea), 2024 Report on North Korean Human Rights, pp. 226-227, https://
www.unikorea.go.kr/web/unikorea/bbs/bbs_0000000000000011/53992

37 TIWG has produced its own English translation of Pak Kwang-ho's statement because the English interpretation
provided by North Korea at the time contains numerous omissions and misinterpretations. The original interpretation
is as follows: “In accordance with the Criminal Law of the DPRK, [the] death penalty is imposed on those who
committed crimes against the State and those who committed extremely serious crimes that are unpardonable in our
socialist system. Criminal cases that are so serious as to be punished by [the] death penalty are tried at the provincial
courts. Death penalty verdicts rendered at the provincial courts should be brought first before the Central Court, and
then the Presidium of the Supreme People’s Assembly for review and approval before being finally executed. Death
penalty is not imposed on those who are under 18 years of age at the time they committed offenses, nor executed
against pregnant women. [The] death penalty is, in principle, executed at designated places behind closed doors.
However, very rarely, they are executed in public in serious consideration of the strong requests of the victim’s family
and people concerned that the criminal be executed in their presence.” UN Human Rights Council, “Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea Review - 33rd Session of Universal Periodic Review,” UN Web TV, video, May 9, 2019,
https://webtv.un.org/en/asset/k 1a/k Tap2my6ml (timestamp 01:45:46 - 01:47:17). For the original Korean statement,
see UN Human Rights Council, “Democratic People’s Republic of Korea Review - 33rd Session of Universal Periodic
Review,” UN Web TV, video, May 9, 2019, https://webtv.un.org/en/asset/k1g/k1gp86p4ck (timestamp 01:45:45-
01:47:15).
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of provincial or above-provincial level courts, while article 418 of the same law
requires that the death penalty should be executed subject to the final approval
of the Presidium of the Supreme People’s Assembly.*® This national report again

made no mention at all about public executions.

4th UPR cycle (2022-2027)

At the interactive dialogue of the 4th UPR on November 7, 2024, North Korea
delivered an unusually long response. North Korea repeated its claim from the
3rd UPR that the death penalty applies to “anti-state crimes” and “heinous
crimes” under the Criminal Law and that death sentences may be carried
out only after undergoing review by the Central Court and approval by the
Presidium of the Supreme People’s Assembly. North Korea also claimed that
executions of death sentences in principle is not made public, but there was no

mention of any law or legal provision to support this claim.

The standards for “exceptional” public executions were further elaborated:
committing murder despite previously committing many crimes against many
victims and the demand for public executions from the murder victims’ families.
However, North Korea offered no examples of prior crimes committed by
executed individuals or written requests for public executions from murder
victims’ families or explanation for reported public executions for crimes other

than murder.

North Korea also cited “the special circumstances of ongoing hostile acts by
external forces” and prevention of “crimes that gravely violate our socialist
system and people’s lives” as reasons for retention of the death penalty.
However, North Korea did not offer concrete examples of “hostile acts by
external forces” or “crimes that gravely violate our socialist system” resulting in

executions.

Notably, for the first time in UPRs, North Korea officially denied numerous

reports of extrajudicial executions, citing the criminal procedure law.

38 UN Human Rights Council, Thirty-third session, “National report submitted in accordance with paragraph 5 of
the annex to Human Rights Council resolution 16/21: Democratic People’s Republic of Korea,” A/HRC/WG.6/33/
PRK/1, February 20, 2019, paras. 20-22, https://docs.un.org/en/A/HRC/\WG.6/33/PRK/1
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“Lastly, | will talk about the death penalty system. The Republic’s Criminal Law
stipulates that the death penalty shall be applied only to anti-state criminals
and those who commit heinous crimes that are utterly intolerable under our
system. Also, regarding the execution of death sentences, strict procedures are
established. In other words, even if death sentences handed down by relevant
courts are final, they may be carried out only after undergoing review by the
Central Court and approval by the Presidium of the Supreme People’s Assembly.

Not making the execution of death sentences public is the rule set by the law,
and death sentences are carried out in designated, non-public sites. However,
there are exceptional cases where executions of the death penalty are made
public. If a criminal, despite having caused harm to many people by committing
criminal acts many times in the past, stubbornly commits again even the crime
of killing another person instead of reforming, and if the victim’s family strongly
demands public death penalty to resolve enmity, their wishes may he taken
into consideration to carry out public death penalty. In the Republic, the death
penalty is not applied to minors below 18 years of age and cannot be carried out
on pregnant women. We still maintain the death penalty system because of the
special circumstances of ongoing hostile acts by external forces against our
Republic, and to prevent crimes that gravely violate our socialist system and
people’s lives. In our country, there is no extrajudicial death penalty, as some
people claim, nor can there be. Concluding a case without a trial is not only a
violation of the criminal procedure law hut also defies common sense. In our
country, every case raised is thoroughly handled through trial hearings.”*
— Pak Kwang-ho [2}& %], then-Director of the Central Court

39 TJIWG has produced its own English translation of Pak Kwang-ho's statement because the English interpretation
provided by North Korea at the time contains numerous omissions and misinterpretations. The original interpretation
is as follows: “Lastly, on [the] death penalty, according to the criminal law, [the] death penalty is imposed on those
who committed crime[s] against the State and those who committed extremely serious crimes that are unpardonable
in our socialist system. Regarding the execution of [the] death penalty, we have a strict set of procedures. In other
words, even when a death penalty judgment has been rendered by the competent courts, it should be brought first
before the Central Court for review and then to the Presidium of the Supreme People’s Assembly for approval before
being executed. In principle, [the] death penalty is executed behind closed doors at a designated place. However,
there may be exceptions. Those are when the criminal committed repeated crimes in the past, causing serious
harm to others, and, again, committed heinous murder without repenting himself, and the victim’s family strongly
requested that [the] death penalty be executed in public to settle their old scores. In the DPRK, [the] death penalty
is not imposed on those who were under 18 years of age at the time they committed offenses nor executed against
pregnant women. We still have [the] death penalty in place in consideration of specific environments surrounding
us, where the wholesale acts of outside forces persist, and for the purpose of preventing such crimes as inflicting
serious harm upon lives of the people and the socialist system. There is no such a thing as extrajudicial execution
as was alleged by some. Concluding a case without a trial not only constitutes a breach of the criminal procedure
law but also an inconceivable idea. All criminal cases are being dealt with from A to Z, through court hearing][s] in
the DPRK.” UN Human Rights Council, “Democratic People’s Republic of Korea Review - 47th Session of Universal
Periodic Review,” UN Web TV, video, November 7, 2024, https://webtv.un.org/en/asset/k 1s/k 1siu17x8h (timestamp
02:05:54-02:08:17). For the original Korean statement, click the musical note icon (Audio) on the bottom right of
video footage and clicking “Original” instead of the default “English” setting.
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In the national report submitted prior to the 4th UPR, in addition to its
assertions in the previous UPR national reports, North Korea added that even
heinous murders are in general sentenced to reform through labor of 5 to 10
years without offering the relevant legal provisions or court decisions and that
those sentenced to death can apply for extraordinary appeal to the Central
Court through the President of the Central Court or the Prosecutor General of
the Central Public Prosecutors’ Office without offering the relevant provisions
in the Criminal Procedure Law or examples or number of cases where the
extraordinary appeal was accepted.*® The 4th UPR national report again made

no mention at all about public executions.

As seen above, North Korea acknowledged the existence of public executions
during the UPRs and appears to recognize that it cannot completely ignore the
international community’s concerns about the death penalty in North Korea.
However, the Kim Jong-il and Kim Jong-un regimes do not differ in their efforts
to deny human rights violations and to conceal the actual practices and scale of

the death penalty system, including public executions, in North Korea.

Five key issues
TJWG identified the following five key issues from the four UPRs for North

Korea:

First, North Korea stated that the death penalty applies to “anti-state crimes”
and “heinous crimes” under the Criminal Law, but it was silent about capital
offenses under other laws and failed to provide basic information including the
contents and number legal provisions prescribing the death penalty, the number

of death sentences and their executions.

Second, North Korea stated that provincial courts hand down death sentences,
the Central Court review these sentences, and the Presidium of the Supreme
People’s Assembly give the approval for the death sentences to be carried out.

This is a useful reference in identifying institutions and positions responsible for

40 UN Human Rights Council, Forty-seventh session, “National report submitted pursuant to Human Rights Council
resolutions 5/1 and 16/21: Democratic People’s Republic of Korea,” A/HRC/WG.6/47/PRK/1, August 29, 2024, paras.
17-20, https://docs.un.org/en/A/HRC/WG.6/47/PRK/1
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crimes against humanity of murder and realizing accountability. To be certain,
the accuracy of the procedures and institutional roles, indicated by North
Korea, requires careful examination. Kim Jong-un and other state organs and
officials who are actually involved in death sentences and their executions may
be shifting the legal and political responsibility to provincial courts, the Central
Court, and the Presidium of the Supreme People’s Assembly, to which they are
not officially affiliated.*!

Third, North Korea stated that non-public execution is the rule set by the
law and that death sentences are carried out in “designated, non-public sites”
without offering specific details or additional explanation for the “designated,
non-public sites.” It is important to obtain information on the names, locations,
and operating organizations of these “designated, non-public locations.”
Moreover, the legal basis that allegedly makes non-public executions the rule

but permits “exceptional” public executions needs to be clarified.

Fourth, North Korea claimed that it carries out public executions of heinous
murderers only at the request of the murder victims’ families. However,
according to TJWG’s in-depth interviews with 880 North Korean escapees in
the past 10 years, there were no reports of public executions being carried out
at the request of the victims’ families and public executions for crimes other

than murder were reported numerous times.

Fifth, North Korea claims there are no extrajudicial executions without trial,
but this is at odds with the known accounts of the reality in kwanliso (political
prison camps) and labor camps. North Korean escapees have stated that

prisoners caught attempting to escape are summarily executed.

41 The Chairman of the Presidium of the Supreme People’s Assembly was Kim Yong-nam from September 5, 1998
to April 11, 2019, and Choe Ryong-hae thereafter. On March 22, 2026, the position was replaced by Jo Yong-won
(reported by the Korean Central News Agency on March 23, 2026).
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Executions during Kim Jong-un’s 13-Year Rule

Periods of frequent executions

Table 3 provides the annual breakdown of the 144 documented executions
and death sentenings from the Kim Jong-un period, extracted from TJWG’s

interviews and the five North Korea-focused news outlets’ reporting.

Among the 144 cases, there were 136 executions, where a total of at least
358 individuals were executed.*” The average number of persons executed per

execution was 2.6.

In the other 8 death sentencings, 9 individuals were sentenced to death in public
show trials, but they were taken away without being executed on the spot. For
these 8 death sentencings and 9 condemned persons, the types and locations of

executions and execution methods were classified as “unknown.”

The highest number of documented executions occurred in 2020 with 24

executions.

The highest number of executed persons was reported in 2013 with 80
individuals. This finding aligns with the survey result of the South Korean
government think tank Korea Institute for National Unification (KINU)’s White
Paper on Human Rights in North Korea 2015, which documented 21 executed

42 The number of executed persons in this report indicates the minimum. For example, if an interviewee recalls three
to four persons being executed, the number of executed individuals is recorded as three. If news reporting did not
specify the number of executed persons, the number was recorded as one.
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persons in 2012, 82 in 2013 and 5 in 2014 based on in-depth interviews of North

Korean escapees conducted over several years.*’

Table 3 | The annual number of documented executions and death sentencings under Kim
Jong-un’s rule

Year 2012 | 2013 | 2014 2015 | 2016 | 2017 | 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 | Total
Case = 14 | 22 12 9 2 3 6 8 24 | 15 9 9 3 136
Executions cases
358
Person| 34 | 80 @ 55 | 21 2 3 6 9 54 | 45 15 29 5 | persons
Death Case | 1 2 1 2 2 8
sentencings cases
(Implementation 9
unknown) | Person 1 3 1 2 2 | persons

The annual number of documented executions exceeded 10 cases from 2012 to
2014 and from 2020 to 2021. The first three years coincided with the start of
Kim Jong-un’s inheritance of power and the latter two years with the beginning
of the measures related to the COVID-19 pandemic. It appears that internal
control and punishment peaked during these two time periods. During these
five years, there were 87 executions, representing 64.0% of the 136 cases
documented over 13 years, while the 268 individuals executed accounted for
74.9% of the 358 total.

Nationwide distribution of documented executions

The nationwide distribution of documented executions and death sentencings

43 Based on its in-depth interviews of North Korean escapees accumulated over time, the KINU reported a total
of 1,382 North Koreans executed in public executions from 2000 to 2014. Do Kyung-ok et al., White Paper on
Human Rights in North Korea 2015 (Seoul, KINU, 2015), p. 67, https://www.kinu.or.kr/eng/module/report/view.
do?idx=113754&nav_code=eng1674806000; At the time, a KINU researcher explained that the number of North
Korean escapees who could participate in the in-depth interviews in 2014 was relatively small and that the number
of executed persons could increase with additional interviews. Park Byung-yong, “S8iQIZE A 26t 2000 0| &
JHXIE 1300 =of” [Over 1,300 people executed in public in North Korea since 2000 according to North Korean
Human Rights White Paper], VOA, July 1, 2015, https://www.voakorea.com/a/2844247 .html
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under Kim Jong-un’s rule compiled by TJWG is shown in Map 3. Of the 144
cases, 111 occurred in locations that could be specified or classified by cities/

counties. The executions took place in 34 of North Korea’s 167 cities/counties
(20.4%).

The top five localities by number of documented executions were Hyesan City,
Ryanggang Province with 23 executions (20.7%), Pyongyang with 22 executions
(19.8%), Chongjin City, North Hamgyong Province with 17 executions (15.3%),
Hamhung City, South Hamgyong Province with 5 executions (4.5%), and
Hoeryong City, North Hamgyong Province with 5 executions (4.5%).

When comparing the occurrence of executions in the areas adjacent to the
international border and the military demarcation line, the inland areas, and the
coastal areas, the northern areas adjacent to the Chinese and Russian border
had 42 executions (37.8%),** the inland areas, including Pyongyang, had 34
executions (30.6%),* the areas adjacent to the East Sea had 27 executions
(24.3%),* the areas adjacent to the West Sea had 6 executions (5.4%),*” and
the southern areas adjacent to the military demarcation line with South Korea
had 2 executions (1.8%).*

44 Areas adjacent to the Chinese and Russian border: Rason [province-level special city] (1 case); Onsong County,
North Hamgyong Province (2 cases); Hoeryong City, North Hamgyong Province (5 cases); Musan County North
Hamgyong Province (2 cases); Taehongdan County, Ryanggang Province (2 cases); Samjiyon City, Ryanggang
Province (1 case); Pochon County, Ryanggang Province (1 case); Hyesan City, Ryanggang Province (23 cases);
Kimjongsuk County, Ryanggang Province (1 case), Kimhyongjik County, Ryanggang Province (1 case); Chosan
County, Chagang Province (1 case); Sinuiju City, North Pyongan Province (1 case); Ryongchon County, North
Pyongan Province (1 case).

45 Inland areas: Kilju County, North Hamgyong Province (1 case); Kimhyonggwon County, Ryanggang Province
(1 case); Kanggye City, Chagang Province (1 case); Kopung County, Chagang Province (1 case); Anju City, South
Pyongan Province (1 case); Sunchon City, South Pyongan Province (1 case); Pyongsong City, South Pyongan
Province (3 cases); Songchon County, South Pyongan Province (1 case); Pyongyang [province-level directly-governed
city] (22 cases); Sariwon City, North Hwanghae Province (1 case); Singye County, North Hwanghae Province (1
case).

46 East Sea areas: Chongjin City, North Hamgyong Province (17 cases); Hamhung City, South Hamgyong Province
(5 cases); Chongpyong County, South Hamgyong Province (1 case); Wonsan City, Kangwon Province (3 cases);
Tongchon County, Kangwon Province (1 case).

47 West Sea areas: Mundok County, South Pyongan Province (1 case); Nampo [province-level special city] (1 case);
Pyoksong County, South Hwanghae Province (3 cases); Off the coast of Kangryong County, South Hwanghae
Province (1 case).

48 Areas adjacent to the military demarcation line with South Korea: Kaesong [province-level special city] (2
cases).
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Map 3 | The nationwide distribution of 144 documented executions and
death sentencings under Kim Jong-un’s rule
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Province-level
administrative unit

Cases and persons

Breakdown by city/county
(Cases and persons)

North Hamgyong
Province

27 cases / 65 persons

Chongijin City (17/46), Hoeryong City (5/9), Musan County (2/6),
Onsong County (2/3), Kilju County (1/1)

South Hamgyong

6 cases / 11 persons

Hamhung City (5/10), Chongpyong County (1/1)

Province
Rvanagan Hyesan City (23/80), Taehongdan County (2/6), Kimjongsuk County (1/3),
)Ilrogigceg 30 cases / 95 persons Pochon County (1/3), Samjiyon City (1/1), Kimhyonggwon County (1/1),
Kimhyongjik County (1/1)
ir:\i::g 3 cases / 4 persons Kanggye City (1/2), Chosan County (1/1), Kopung County (1/1)
North Pyongan Lo
Province 2 cases / 2 persons Sinuiju City (1/1), Ryongchon County (1/1)
South Pyongan Pyongsong City (3/8), Mundok County (1/3), Sunchon City (1/2),
Province 7 cases /16 persons Songchon County (1/2), Anju City (1/1)
Kangwon .
Province 4 cases / 11 persons Wonsan City (3/4), Tongchon County (1/7)

North Hwanghae
Province

2 cases / 4 persons

Sariwon City (1/3), Singye County (1/1)

South Hwanghae

4 cases / 4 persons

Pyoksong County (3/3), Off the coast of Kangryong County (1/1)

Province
Pyongyang 22 cases / 73 persons
Nampo 1 case/ 1 person
Kaesong 2 cases / 3 persons
Rason 1 case/ 1 person
Subtotal 111 cases / 290 persons
Unknown 33 cases / 77 persons
Total 144 cases / 367 persons

Execution types and sites

Executions in North Korea can be categorized into four categories based on
their public visibility and the presence of a trial: Type 1-A (public executions
where the masses are mobilized), Type 1-B (public executions where specific

groups are targeted for mobilization), Type 2 (non-public executions), and Type 3

(extrajudicial summary executions carried out without even a perfunctory trial).

Type 1. Public executions, which North Korea has officially recognized at the UN
since the 1990s, can be divided into the following two types depending on who
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are mobilized:

Type 1-A. Public executions where the masses are mobhilized: The general
population is mobilized to observe the executions, which are carried
out in open places. The executed individuals’ families are also forced to
observe, but the bodies are generally not returned to the families. The

main purpose is to instill fear throughout society.

Type 1-B. Public executions where specific groups are targeted for mobilization:
Only select groups of people who share common attributes or connections,
such as occupation, institutional affiliation, class or rank, are mobilized
to observe the executions, which are carried out in places where access
can be restricted. The main purpose is to instill fear in the targeted groups

only.

Type 2. Non-public executions: During the UPR interactive dialogues, North
Korea claimed that, as a matter of principle under the law, death sentences
are not carried out in public, but rather in designated non-public places. This
implies that death sentences are carried out privately in the presence of a
few judicial personnel, without the mobilization of the general population or
specific groups. This category includes secret executions, where the person’s
identity, the legal grounds, the timing, the location, and the methods used are

strictly withheld.

Type 3. Extrajudicial summary executions carried out without even a perfunctory trial:
In UPR interactive dialogues, North Korea denied the existence of extrajudicial
summary executions, arguing that “In our country, there are no death sentences
outside the trial process, as claimed by some people, nor can there be one” and
that “concluding a case without trial is not only a violation of the criminal
procedure code but also beyond common sense.” In practice, there are summary
executions by immediately killing those who are found to have violated
the directives on border control and disease control, internal regulations of
detention facilities, military law or special agencies’ rules, etc. Secret executions

may also fall under extrajudicial, summary, or arbitrary executions.

Of the 136 executions documented under Kim Jong-un’s rule, the breakdown
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Chart 3 | Types of 129 executions
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of the 129 cases that could be categorized into the four types is shown in
Chart 3. Of the 129 executions, a total of 94 were public executions (72.8%),

which combines Types 1-A and 1-B executions.

Notable trends include the following: first, the highest number of public
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executions was recorded in 2013, at the start of the Kim Jong-un regime.
Second, non-public executions were most frequent in 2020, coinciding with the

implementation of COVID-19 restriction measures.

Third, in 2024, there were no public executions documented in escapees’
statements from TJWG’s interviews or North Korea-focused news outlets’
reporting; instead, only non-public executions were reported during this
time period. This suggests that North Korea may have reduced or halted
public executions momentarily to dismiss the international criticism of public
executions ahead of the 4th DPRK UPR in November 2024. The execution
data for 2024 will need to be revisited with further escapee statements and

information.

Type 1-A executions (public executions where the masses are mobilized)
and their sites

Mobilizing the executed persons’ families and the general population to observe
public executions is a manifest violation of international law. The international
community considers it a violation of article 5 of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (UDHR) and article 7 of the International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights (ICCPR), which provide that no one shall be subjected to
torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment. The Human
Rights Committee, a body of experts created to oversee the implementation
of the ICCPR, commented that when the death penalty is applied, “it must be
carried out in such a way as to cause the least possible physical and mental
suffering” in its General Comment No. 20 on the interpretation of article 7 of
the ICCPR.* As a state party to the ICCPR, North Korea is under an obligation
to observe the ICCPR.

The 2014 COI report made the case for holding the North Korean leadership,
including Kim Jong-un, accountable for North Korea’s crimes against humanity

and recommended a UN Security Council referral of the North Korean situation

49 Human Rights Committee General Comment No. 20 (1992) in respect of Article 7 CCPR (Prohibition of torture,
or other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment) in the “Compilation of General Comments and
General Recommendations Adopted by Human Rights Treaty Bodies,” HRI/GEN/1/Rev.9 (Vol. 1), May 27 2008, 200,
para. 6, https://docs.un.org/en/HRI/GEN/1/Rev.9(Vol.l)
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to the International Criminal Court (ICC) or the establishment of an ad hoc
tribunal by the United Nations.’® As international pressure mounted, there was
growing interest in what kind of measures the Kim Jong-un regime would take

in response.’!

In 2015, Radio Free Asia (RFA) and DailyNK reported that the North Korean
authorities were refraining from carrying out public executions because of
international pressure and alienation of popular support.’? In 2016, DailyNK
cited a source in South Pyongan Province to report that “recently, [Kim Jong-
un’s] directive was issued to judicial and prosecutorial organs across the
country, including the Ministry of People’s Security (now the Ministry of Social
Security), to ‘prohibit public executions.” The directive included prohibition of
‘mass judgment’ and ‘public shootings” where crowds are gathered.” However,
the source added that “this directive does not mean eliminating or reducing
executions by shooting, but rather is like a guideline to handle ‘convicts’

sentenced to death internally, instead of executing them in public.”’*

The KINU reported in its White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea 2020
that “it appears that compared to the past, the number of public executions has
been decreasing and that less residents are mobilized to execution sites” based
on statements from North Korean escapees who had resided in North Korea
until 2019. However, it came with the caveat that “it is not clear whether the
actual number of public executions has decreased or the number of non-public

executions or secret summary executions has increased.”>*

50 UN Human Rights Council, A/HRC/25/CRP.1, paras. 1166-1203 & 1218.

51 The UN Human Rights Council and General Assembly resolved to support the COI recommendation for the UN
Security Council to refer the North Korean situation to the ICC; the UN Security Council could not make an ICC
referral because of China and Russia’s veto power, but it has held public debates on the North Korean human rights
situation from 2015.

52 Chung Young, "&£, 370Xt HLUXE 2HE A" [North Korea engages in double act of public executions
and secret executions], RFA, January 15, 2015. https://www.rfa.org/korean/in_focus/nk_nuclear_talks/
execution-01152015150149.html; Kim Chae-hwan, “"4tg=, 2 371 ME-Z4 Kb 214 ol 2JA1?” [North
Korean authorities recently refrain from public executions and shootings; in recognition of alienation of public
support?], DailyNK, May 4, 2017, https://www.dailynk.com/dt 22—ZlZ—Z /i -THEEA-X |2 1Al

53 "™, ICCaE AL~ ‘BINKY SX[5t2t XIAI" [Is Kim Jong-un afraid of ICC referral? Instructs prohibition of
public executions], DailyNK, December 13, 2016, https://www.dailynk.com/Z&-iccs|E-AN LIS -2 |

54 Lee Kyu-chang et al., White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea 2020 (Seoul: KINU, 2020), pp. 15 & 69-70,
https://www.kinu.or.kr/eng/module/report/view.do?idx=113738&nav_code=eng 1674806000
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In its report in 2021, TJWG quoted a statement from an interviewee “that
public executions are becoming less frequent and people are not as frequently
mobilized to attend public executions as they were in the past” in Hyesan City,
Ryanggang Province.> The interviewee had worked as a prosecutor in Hyesan
City from 2011 to 2013 at the start of Kim Jong-un regime and escaped from
North Korea in 2019.

The trend shown in Chart 3 above suggests a decrease in public executions
between 2014 and 2017, following the publication of the COI report. However,
this figure began to rise again in 2018. This aligns with the trajectory of
international pressure and coordination building up after the COI report but

weakening significantly after 2018.

The Moon Jae-in government, which took office in 2017, held three inter-
Korean summits in 2018 without addressing human rights issues. Kim Jong-un,
who sought the lifting of the sanctions, met with U.S. President Donald Trump
in 2018 and 2019, but left empty-handed.

As the COVID-19 pandemic intensifiedt in early 2020, Kim Jong-un resorted
to draconian border closure and other extreme measures. Diplomats residing in
Pyongyang returned to their capitals and even international relief organizations
departed, leaving no foreigner to gauge the situation within North Korea. Since
then, a situation continued where public executions can be carried out without
restraint as further escapes from North Korea are blocked by the ongoing

border closure and internal control is maintained.

Of the 129 executions that can be classified by execution type, Type 1-A
executions (public executions where the masses are mobilized) accounted for a
little over half at 66 (51.2%).

The most frequently identified execution sites were Hyesan (Ryonbong) Airfield
in Hyesan City, Ryanggang Province and the Susong Riverside in Sunam

District, Chongjin City, North Hamgyong Province. In addition, 24 sites in

55 TJWG, Mapping Killings under Kim Jong-un, p. 31, https://en.tjwg.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/
Report2021_MappingKillingsUnderKimJong-un.pdf
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Satellite Image 1 | Hyesan (Ryonbong) Airfield in Hyesan City, Ryanggang Province

Image 2

Satellite Image 2 | Susong Riverside in Sunam District, Chongjin City, North Hamgyong
Province

Google Earth

Image 20

¥
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17 cities and counties, including a magnetite mine in Pyoksong County, South
Hwanghae Province and a rice paddy in Taesong Neighborhood, Sariwon City,

North Hwanghae Province, were identified.*®

The sites of Type 1-A executions (public executions where the masses are
mobilized) exhibit the following characteristics: first, the sites are open grounds,
such as defunct airfields, riverbanks, open-storage yards for mine waste, and
farmland; second, they are large enough to mobilize a vast number of people
to observe the executions; and third, in addition to the mobilized population,
passers-by and people temporarily visiting the area for business, family visits,

etc. also witness the executions.

North Korean escapees who participated in TJWG’s interviews stated that it is
common for authorities to announce the charges and issuing death sentences
before the public executions. Many explained that the prior preparation for
execution at the site supports the fact that death sentences had already been

decided in advance, with the trial serving only as a mere formality.

Devices such as mobile phones that can record video/audio or take pictures of

the scene may be confiscated.®’

Type 1-B executions (public executions where specific groups are
targeted for mobilization) and their sites

Another type of public execution involves mobilizing select groups of people
who share common attributes or connections, such as occupation, institutional
affiliation, class or rank, to observe executions. It aims to maximize the terror
for members of the targeted groups and to reinforce the targeted institution’s

discipline and obedience of its members. When the executed individuals are

56 The South Korean Ministry of Unification (MOU)'s Center for North Korean Human Rights Records reported that
Ryonbong Airfield, the Pyongsu Market in Hamhung City, South Hamgyong Province and Susong Riverside in Sunam
District, Chongjin City, North Hamgyong Province as frequently used as execution sites. Satellite images of the
Horyongl[ryun] Riverside in Sapo District, Hamhung City, South Hamgyong Province were also presented. Ministry of
Unification, 2024 Report on North Korean Human Rights, pp. 223-224.

57 In its 2019 report, TIWG cited statements from two North Korean escapees that people were “searched using
hand-held, airport-style metal detectors when entering the site where an execution was to take place in 2013 or
2014, to check for metal objects on the body such as mobile phones” and that “all metal items including phones,
keys and knives were confiscated and put into a container with a name label identifying the owner. After the
execution, witnesses could then reclaim their devices.” TIWG, Mapping the Fate of the Dead, p. 38.
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Satellite Image 3 | Magnetite mine in Pyoksong County, South Hwanghae Province

Google Earth

Image 2021 Maxar Technolc

Satellite Image 4 | Rice paddy in Taesong Neighborhood, Sariwon City, North Hwanghae
Province

Google Earth
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senior cadres®® or their families, it appears that only the targeted groups are

exposed to the execution.

Of the 129 executions that can be classified by execution type, Type 1-B
executions (public executions where specific groups are targeted for

mobilization) accounted for 28 (21.7%).

This type of public execution was documented in 13 sites in five cities and
counties. 9 of the 13 sites were found within Pyongyang and its vicinity. The
sites were primarily at the universities run as educational institutions for senior
cadres by the military, intelligence, public security sectors’ special organs, and
military firing ranges. In Pyongyang, the execution sites included the firing
range of the Kang Kon Military Academy (Sunan District), Kim Jong-il People’s
Security University (Sunan District; currently “Kim Jong-il Social Security
University”),” the Kim Il-sung University of Politics (Hyongjesan District),?
the Ministry of State Security Bureau 10 (Radio Frequency Surveillance Bureau)’s
Detection Department’s outdoor field (Snake Valley in Chungi Neighborhood,
Ryongsong District), the firing range of the 37th Brigade directly subordinate to
the Supreme Guard Command (Samsok District), the Supreme Guard Command’s
infantry brigade firing range (Samsok District), and the Reconnaissance General
Bureau (RGB) headquarters firing range (Hyongjesan District). The Mirim plain
on the outskirts of Pyongyang, the firing range of the training area for the 3rd
Corps based in Nampo, which is adjacent to Pyongyang, and an empty lot of
the 56th Brigade in Chongpyong County, South Hamgyong Province were also

58 In December 2016, the Institute for National Security Strategy (INSS), an organization affiliated with South
Korea's National Intelligence Service (NIS), reported that its has identified about 140 Workers' Party of Korea (WPK),
government, and the military officials who were executed during the first five years of Kim Jong-un’s rule (2012-2016).
According to the NISS, the number of officials executed by year increased sharply: three in 2012, about 30 in 2013,
about 40 in 2014, and about 60 in 2015. There was a temporary pause in purges following the execution of Hyon
Yong-chol, the Minister of the People’s Armed Forces, in 2015; however, three senior officials were executed in
2016. INSS, "282 213 5 %k #M, [White Paper on the Misrule of Kim Jong-un’s 5 Years in Power] (Seoul: INSS,
2016) p. 25, https:/Avww.inss.re.kr/common/viewer.do?atchFileld=F78797&fileSn=0

59 Kim Jong-il People’s Security University is a special educational institution that trains officials for the Ministry of
People’s Security (“ordinary” police; currently, the Ministry of Social Security) equivalent to Korean National Police
University in South Korea. In 2012, at the start of the Kim Jong-un regime, “the People’s Security University” was
renamed “Kim Jong-il People’s Security University” and again renamed “Kim Jong-il Social Security University” after
the Ministry of People’s Security was renamed Ministry of Social Security in 2020.

60 The Kim Il-sung University of Politics (Hyongjesan District), is an institution for training political officers in
the Korean People’s Army (KPA). It is separate from Kim ll-sung Military University (Mangyongdae District), a re-
education institution for officers in the KPA.
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Satellite Image 5 | Firing range of the Kang Kon Military Academy, Sunan District, Pyongyang

Google Earth
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Satellite Image 6 | Ministry of State Security Bureau 10 (Radio Frequency Surveillance Bureau)'s
Detection Department’s outdoor field, Ryongsong District, Pyongyang

| Google Earth
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identified.

On October 7, 2014, a public execution of several individuals by anti-aircraft
machine gun fire at Kang Kon Military Academy’s firing range was reportedly

captured on satellite imagery.®!

The sites of Type 1-B executions (public executions where specific groups are
targeted for mobilization) exhibit the following characteristics: first, these
sites are primarily firing ranges that are strictly controlled by the military;
second, even if the civilian population at homes nearby hear the gunshots, they
may assume that a routine shooting practice is taking place; third, these sites
are off-limits to all except for the specific groups designated to observe the
executions—though since there are many witnesses from the specific groups
who observe the executions, those who did not observe the executions may
hear about the executions and the criminal charges that were read out by words
of mouth or rumors and later reported by North Korea-focused news outlets

abroad.

The specific groups mobilized for public executions include the prison
population. In various detention facilities, prisoners are assembled to watch
together public executions to deter acts such as prison escapes. In TJWG’s
interviews, a North Korean escapee stated that a prisoner at Chongori
kyohwaso (reeducation camp) was executed by shooting “with all the inmates
watching” after killing a guard and attempting to escape in January 2019.
DailyNK reported that a Mr. Shin, formerly a military police agent at the 7th
Corp Headquarters, was executed in front of inmates at the labor reeducation
camp for the eastern district under the Korean People’s Army (KPA) Security
Command just days before his release in September 2020, citing a source inside
North Korea.®

61 Greg Scarlatoiu and Joseph Bermudez Jr., “Unusual Activity at the Kanggon Military Training Area in North
Korea: Evidence of Execution by Anti-aircraft Machine Guns?,” HRNK Insider, https://www.hrnkinsider.org/2015/04/
unusual-activity-at-kanggon-military.html

62 Jeong Tae-joo, "& EHT LEuLANM ‘SIHEL - EXHS LA ME?" [Public execution at KPA Security
Command labor reeducation camp; because of inappropriate comments?], DailyNK, September 4, 2020, https:/
www.dailynk.com/E-ET- ST YA A-SHELE M AL
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Type 2 executions (non-public executions) and their sites

During the UPR interactive dialogues, North Korea has repeatedly claimed that
death sentences are carried out in designated places in a non-public manner in
accordance with the law. However, North Korea has not disclosed at all the
legal regulations and statistics concerning the death penalty or the places where

death sentences are carried out.

DailyNK reported in 2016 that Kim Jong-un issued a directive banning public
executions to judicial and prosecutorial organs across the country®® and North
Korean escapees have stated that public executions were almost unheard of
around this time. However, there has been no escapee claim or North Korean-
focused news outlet’ reporting that Kim Jong-un ordered the elimination of the
executions per se; therefore, non-public executions, including secret executions,

may even have increased.

Of the 129 executions that can be classified by execution type, Type 2
executions (non-public executions) accounted for 29 (22.5%). Notably, the
highest number of executions of this type occurred in 2020 when the measures
related to the COVID-19 pandemic began to be implemented.

In relation to this, according to DailyNK’s reporting in December 2021, the
Ministry of Social Security and the Legal Affairs Department of the Workers’
Party of Korea (WPK) Central Committee ordered inserting the point that “all
[acts of inflow, dissemination and outflow of information] are to be executed
indoors” in the stipulations of the addendum on the method of execution
of punishment for each legal provision; this is meant to formalize indoor

executions legally and administratively to preclude exposure to the outside

world.®*

Type 2 executions (non-public executions) were documented at 8 sites and

63 "™, ICCaIE AWtLI?- 'SINXME 2Xlotat XIA” [Is Kim Jong-un afraid of ICC referral? Instructs prohibition of
public executions], DailyNK, December 13, 2016, https:/www.dailynk.com/Z&2-iccs|E-AURLUEHXE-2X|

64 Jeong Tae-joo, “N. Korea appears to be conducting executions of people accused of leaking or bringing in
information,” DailyNK, December 9, 2021, https://www.dailynk.com/english/n-korea-appears-to-be-conducting-
executions-of-people-accused-of-leaking-or-bringing-in-information
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state organs in 8 cities and counties. Citing the sources inside North Korea,
the North Korea-focused news outlets’ reporting identified execution sites,
including “inside the province-level People’s Security Bureau (currently “the
province-level Social Security Bureau”) building in Chongjin City, North
Hamgyong Province” (December 2012),% “after moving to Sinpa (Kimjongsuk
County)” (April 2015),%¢ “the kuryujang of the Ministry of State Security in
Pyongyang” (December 2019),%” “the city/county-level People’s Security Station
(currently “the city/county-level Social Security Department”) in Samjiyon
City, Ryanggang Province” (December 2019),°® “the city/county-level State
Security Department in Anju City, South Pyongan Province” (April 2020),% “the
kuryujang of the province-level Social Security Bureau in Chongjin City, North
Hamgyong Province” (October 2020),”° “the kukumso of the city/county-
level State Security Department in Hoeryong City, North Hamgyong Province”
(August 2022),”! and “the 2nd Corps civil-police unit firing range in Kaepung
District, Kaesong” (October 2024).7

The sites of Type 2 executions (non-public executions) exhibit a number of
characteristics. First, these sites are primarily locations where the Ministry of
State Security (“State Security Department” until 2016) and the Ministry

65 Choi Song-min, “Strong and Prosperous Naysayer Dies after 3 Years,” DailyNK, February 25, 2013, https://www.
dailynk.com/english/strong-and-prosperous-naysayer-die

66 Kang Mi-jin, “3 executed for watching S. Korean shows,” DailyNK, September 11, 2015, https://www.dailynk.
com/english/3-executed-for-watching-s-korean-s

67 Ha Yuna, “Alleged leaker of Kim Jong Un’s whereabouts executed,” DailyNK, January 14, 2020, https:/www.
dailynk.com/english/alleged-leaker-kim-jong-un-whereabouts-executed

68 Ha Yuna, "¥ZE MXIAM 2l2AlD W AL MY FLUSE "SHEX'" [Doctor in Samijyon, Ryangang Province
executed for medical accident; people also startled], DailyNK, January 8, 2020, https://www.dailynk.com/ZZ=—AX|
AM-2lZ AL DO A=A HFRISE

69 Jeong Seo-yeong, “dt, 27 2Xt &3 &o| 50t 7S xHE glo] F&+5| X&” [North Korea brutally executes woman
cadre in her 50s without trial on state material embezzlement charge], DailyNK, April 10, 2020, https://www.
dailynk.com/4t—=7t-2—-2&-&2l-50h—-% 7 FR-RHEH-310|-F &S|/

70 Jeong Tae-joo, “N. Korea appears to be conducting executions of people accused of leaking or bringing in
information,” DailyNK, December 9, 2021, https://www.dailynk.com/english/n-korea-appears-to-be-conducting-
executions-of-people-accused-of-leaking-or-bringing-in-information

71 Lee Chae-eun, “N. Korea is still carrying out secret executions of alleged spies, other convicts,” DailyNK, August
3, 2022, https://www.dailynk.com/english/north-korea-still-carrying-out-secret-executions-of-alleged-spies-other-
convicts

72 Jeong Tae-joo, “N. Korean military report exposes foreign media problem, sparks harsh punishments,” DailyNK,
October 21, 2024, https://www.dailynk.com/english/north-korean-military-report-exposes-foreign-media-problem-
sparks-harsh-punishments
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