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RUSSIA AND CHINA’S COMPLICITY IN NORTH KOREA’S HUMAN RIGHTS 
VIOLATIONS: MEASURES THE U.S. SHOULD TAKE TO INTERVENE AND 

MITIGATE THE ABUSE 
 

By: Cameron Kenyon* 
 
The complicity of Russia and China in North Korea’s (DPRK) human rights issues is incredibly 
concerning not only for the safety and well-being of North Korean citizens, but for world-wide 
security. Both China and Russia facilitate the DPRK human rights abuses by trading with North 
Korea irrespective of international sanctions, enabling human trafficking of North Koreans who 
have fled to China, and involuntarily repatriating refugees from the DPRK. Awareness of the 
DPRK human rights issues and Russia and China’s complicity, as well as active intervention, 
should be at the forefront of the U.S. human rights policy in order for the nation to successfully 
mitigate the systematic abuse. In addition to taking numerous policy measures, the U.S. must: (1) 
integrate human rights into clarified DPRK policy; (2) improve the implementation of the 
Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act (CAATSA); (3) make a connection 
between the CAATSA and the Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act (UFLPA); (4) take advantage 
of the North Korea Sanctions and Policy Enhancement Act (NKSPEA) of 2016, and (5) ensure the 
proper execution of the North Korea Human Rights Act (NKHRA). If the dire human rights 
situation in the DPRK is not improved and the U.S. does not take the aforementioned measures, 
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involvement of the Russian and Chinese governments in North Korea’s human rights violations is less 
commonly explored.   
 
Russia and China’s involvement in the DPRK human rights abuses have been evidenced through their 
facilitative actions like continuation of trade with North Korea irrespective of international sanctions, 
the enabling of human trafficking of North Koreans who have fled to China, and the involuntary 
repatriation of refugees from the DPRK.3  
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NKSPEA is legislation which makes it “[a] requirement for the President to sanction entities found 
to have contributed to North Korea’s WMD [(weapons of mass destruction)] program, arms trade, 
human rights abuses, or other illicit activities.”!%  Finally, the NKHRA, originally enacted in 2004 
and reauthorized for a fourth time in 2022, “ensure[s] the U.S. continues to promote basic freedoms 
of speech, press and religion in North Korea for the next five years.”!3 
 
Additionally, policy measures the U.S. should take to further its intervention and mitigation in the 
North Korean human rights issues, as well as Russia and China’s complicity in its violations, 
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changing/improving the DPRK human rights issues."4  It seems as though no matter what efforts 
have been made by both the U.S. and the international community, the DPRK refuses to 
acknowledge its wrongs or make any attempts in improving the treatment of its citizens; the most 
important thing to the Kim regime is North Korea’s military strength and dominance as a world 
power, not the livelihood and inherent human rights of the country’s citizens. For instance, in 2022 
alone, an approximate two million dollars was spent by North Korea in the launch of seventy-one 
missiles, which instead could have “provide[d] sufficient food for North Korea’s population for 46 
days.”"5  In doing so, “the North Korean regime has shown utter disregard for the human rights of 
its population.”"6 
 
Moreover, Beijing and Moscow are complicit in and regularly contribute to the situation of North 
Korea’s human rights abuses."7  Driven by the urge to remain on good terms with the DPRK and 
benefit economically, Russia and China assist in “human trafficking [of North Korean citizens], 
transnational repression, and forcible repatriation of North Korean refugees . . . .”$8  Rather than 
acknowledging the abuses of human rights of North Korean citizens and the treatment they are 
inherently entitled to, Russia and China disregard numerous treatises and regulations with the aim 
to make their countries more prosperous and effectively throws human decency out the window. 
Both China and Russia continuously hide North Korean laborers$! and violate U.N. Security 
Council Resolution (UNSCR) 2397 by hosting North Korean workers in their countries and “are [ 
] active facilitators of the [Kim] regime’s transnational repression – i.e., when authoritarian 
governments take actions outside their borders to repression their citizens[,]”$" as opposed to 
abiding by the resolution and “repatriat[ing] to the DPRK all DPRK nationals earning income in 
that Member State’s jurisdiction . . . .”$$  Russia and China also contribute to the DPRK’s human 
rights issues by resisting U.N. sanctions and choosing to “buy [ ] things like coal and copper [from 
North Korea], which are excavated through lots of human rights abuses.”$%  
  
Even though it is a party to the Refugee Convention and the Convention Against Torture$3, as well 
as a permanent U.N. Security Council member, China’s complicity in North Korea’s violations of 
human rights is evidenced by its dodging of accountability for any of the DPRK’s abuses “by 

 
26 Id. 
27 Shin, supra note 6 at 2. 
28 Id. at 3. 
29 Victor Cha & Joseph Kim, Beijing and Moscow Share Responsibility for Many of North Korea’s Human Rights 
Violations, 
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claiming that there are no North Korean defectors in China, only illegal residents.”$4  Further, 
regardless of also being a permanent U.N. Security Council member, China has been known to use 
North Korean citizens who have fled to China for forced labor “for up to 18 hours a day, enduring 
harsh working conditions and living with strict controls on their movement, akin to a state of 
confinement.”$5 $6  Essentially, China partakes in “‘a mutually beneficial arrangement, with 
Chinese factories getting a cheap and complaint workforce and the North Korean regime receiving 
millions of dollars in return.’”$7  Instead of taking initiative to attempt to put a stop to the human 
rights abuses of North Korean citizens, China just takes advantage of those who have escaped the 
DPRK by using them for their country’s own economic benefit, and thereby perpetuates the human 
rights violations committed by the Kim regime. Further, within the U.N., Russia and China 
representatives aid in North Korea’s avoidance of “international sanctions and human rights 
obligations,” and appoint members to various U.N. bodies in order “to discourage initiatives 
advancing North Korean human rights.”%8  Having Chinese and Russian members within numerous 
bodies of the U.N. seems to cause the likelihood of North Korea being properly held responsible 
for its human rights violations and the implementation of measures to combat such abuses to be 
more slim than if the DPRK did not have their complicity and assistance.  
 
Additionally, potential opportunities for the U.S. to partake in negotiations with the DPRK are 
commonly squandered and unproductive due to the antagonistic relationship the two countries;%! 
they have had no communication for more than four years and “have only engaged in official 
security discussions in one out of the last [eleven] years[,] and do not appear to be prioritizing 
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to Gi-Wook Shin, a distinguished professor familiar with international studies, “[t]he North Korean 
nuclear problem, inter-Korean relations, and human rights issues are closely inter- twined, which 
necessitates a comprehensive approach to North Korea policy. Ignoring human rights does not 
make it easier to achieve progress on security issues.”%3 
 
Thus, in regard to the human rights violations taking place within the DPRK, not only is the Kim 
regime a concern for the U.S., but so is the enabling and assistance by Russia and China in their 
efforts to benefit their own countries.  Working with North Korea is simply not enough; the U.S. 
must also set its sights on ways to put a stop to and punish Russia and China for their complicity 
in the DPRK human rights violations. 
 
III. Analysis 
 
The totalitarian DPRK regime, as the perpetrator of human rights violations, is mainly responsible 
for the abuses committed against its citizens, yet China and Russia must also be held liable as 
aiders and abettors.%4  Over the years, efforts such as centering U.S. foreign policy on human rights 
issues through the use of trilateral summits,%5 appointing a Special Envoy for Human Rights in 
North Korea,%6 and reentering onto the U.N. Human Rights Council%7 have been made to mitigate 
and restrict the human rights violations within the DPRK in order to protect the welfare of North 
Korean citizens, but doing so is no easy feat.38 Although the previously mentioned measures have 
aided in the mitigation of the DPRK human rights issues, further action is still imperative and must 
be a top priority of consideration by the U.S. in order to protect North Korean citizens and make 
progress toward world-wide security. 
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consultations between [the] countries.”3$  At the summit, Col. David Maxwell spoke of the 
summit’s importance and its potential to make much needed progress in regard to the DPRK Kim 
regime, saying that, “‘[t]his is the time to initiate a new strategy.  It should be based on three lines 
of effort: a human rights upfront approach, a comprehensive information and influence campaign, 
and the pursuit of a free and unified Korea.”3%  From the summit came something completely new 
and never done before—an announcement of “joint human rights demands” on the DPRK.33  In 
addition to the insistence that the DPRK provide inherent human rights to their citizens, the 
demands also included that abducted Japanese citizens and South Korean prisoners of war be 
repatriated to their respective home countries.34   
 
But, it has been pointed out by the director of the program on U.S.-Korea policy at the Council 
on Foreign Relations (CFR) that the trilateral relationship between the U.S., South Korea, and 
Japan is progressing simultaneously with the relationship between North Korea, Russia, and China, 
and that this may “deepen competition and impede prospects for cooperation between the two 
coalitions.”35 As the relationship strengthens between the U.S., Japan, and South Korea, it is 
imperative to keep in mind that the “policy coordination” between the DPRK, China, and 
Russia is reinforced as well.36  Further, after remaining unoccupied for more than two presidential 
administrations, President Biden finally filled the position of U.S. Special Envoy for Human 
Rights in North Korea by appointing State Department official Julie Turner.37  Turner’s 
appointment is thought to bring much-
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Appointing Julie Turner as the U.S. Special Envoy for Human Rights in North Korea was a long 
overdue step in the right direction for the U.S. and seems to be quite promising for the mitigation 
of human rights abuses in the DPRK.  Additionally, State Department officials have re-strategized 
and set their sights on bringing awareness to the dire human rights situation in the DPRK by 
developing a better stream of information into and out of the DPRK and have also placed emphasis 
on “accountability for North Korea’s human rights abuses and violations, and countering North 
Korean transnational repression.”4"  
 
Also, as a result of the reentry of the U.S. onto the U.N. Human Rights Council after withdrawing 
under the Trump administration in 2018,4$ the U.S. can now be more involved in retaliating against 
Russia and China within the U.N..4%  A revival of Security Council sessions to discuss human rights 
in the DPRK has also been instigated by officials of the Biden administration.
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Korea is paramount in order for its message to be clearly conveyed to human rights violators.  
Treating human rights issues “as an on-off switch,” like they were throughout the Trump 
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sanctions with respect to North Korea, amended the North Korea Sanctions and Policy 
Enhancement Act of 2016 and “created a rebuttable presumption”7" 7$ regarding goods made 
through the use of North Korean labor.  The CAATSA formally states that 
 

any significant goods, wares, articles, and merchandise mined, produced, or 
manufactured wholly or in part by the labor of North Korean nationals or citizens 
shall be deemed to be prohibited under section 307 of the Tariff Act of 1930 (19 
U.S.C. 1307) and shall not be entitled to entry at any of the ports of the United 
States.7%  

 
Although the CAATSA effectively put into words the presumption that any and all forms of DPRK 
labor qualifies as forced labor, the CAATSA has only prevented a small number of shipments 
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should continue to be used by the U.S. against China and Russia but critics point out that they 
should be utilized in a slightly different manner in order to be most effective.  It has been noted 
that many of the past administrations have “failed to enforce U.S. laws and UN sanctions[,]” 
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UFLPA implementation as well as the experience of Chinese forced labor survivors could “apply 
to the North Korean context” and greatly benefit how the U.S. government assess its strategy and 
the measures it could take to intervene in the DPRK human rights violations.!87  Moreover, it has 
been suggested by the Commercial Customs Operations Advisory Committee (COAC) Forced 
Labor Working Group that communication and training are paramount in the enforcement of the 
UFLPA and the “eradication of forced labor[,]” thus the same
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effective in its fight against human rights abuses, use of both legal and policy measures is key. 
 



 18 

security.”!$5  In doing so, the U.S., as well as the international community as a whole, may be more 
motivated by the prospect of bettering their relations with North Korea thereby nudging them 
toward exhausting all possible measures that could put an end to the inherent human rights 
violations of the DPRK.  But as is mentioned by human rights specialist Roberta Cohen, the U.S. 
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importantly guarantee that North Koreans will not have to return and suffer further human rights 
abuses by the regime. 
 
Finally, although the DPRK is known to be extremely repressive in its censorship of 
communication of information into and out of the country, there has recently been “continued 
growth in the number of North Korean cellphone subscriptions despite the regime’s 
surveillance.”!%3  With this in mind, the U.S. should act on this opportunity of North Korean 
citizens breaking free from the DPRK control over external information/media and find new 
ways to “utilize this growing source of information flow into the country, potentially 
increasing awareness of information consumption among the North Korean population.”!%4  In 
taking such initiative, the U.S. would be able to make great gains in its efforts to alleviate the 
suffering of North Koreans by making citizens of the DPRK aware of the violation by the 
Kim regime of their inherent human rights and would enable the U.S. to “develop a more 
comprehensive and effective strategy to promote human rights in North Korea, bridging the 
gap between internal and external efforts.”!%5 Therefore, it is imperative for the U.S. to make 
progress in infiltrating the DPRK with information that may be helpful and beneficial to North 
Koreans while the country’s usually strong censorship is weakened so as to alert them of the 
human rights abuses they are enduring and spreading the word that the U.S. can and will assist 
in  assuaging these issues. 
 
IV. Conclusion 
 
Even though the U.S. has already begun taking some measures with the aim of intervening in the 
human rights situation in North Korea, in order for the U.S. to assist in mitigating the human rights 
abuses in the DPRK, it must further intervene and make a conscious effort to put the abuses issues 
at the forefront.  This could be done by the Biden administration integrating human rights into 
clarified DPRK policy and placing special attention dl eir cT. cTl eaccr cTTl eousr tsT nto 




