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Establish Permanent UN Human Rights Body for North Korea

Permanent UN body urged as North Korea abuses escalate, ICC referral stalls

By Song Sang-hyun Former President of the International Criminal Court (ICC)

Updated 2026.02.10. 10:02
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The upcoming 17th marks exactly 12 years since the UN Commission of Inquiry on
Human Rights in North Korea (COI) confirmed that North Korea’s human rights
violations constitute crimes against humanity and urged the United Nations Security
Council, hereinafter referred to as the Security Council, to refer the situation in North
Korea. At the time, the North Korea Human Rights COI report strongly recommended
that the Security Council refer the situation in North Korea to the International Criminal
Court (ICC). Although referring the North Korean situation to the ICC remains stalled,



the report had the effect of unprecedentedly bringing North Korean human rights to
public discourse.

The North Korea Human Rights COlI, established in 2013 and active for one year, is a
unique case among UN accountability mechanisms. The UN establishes COls or Fact-
Finding Missions (FFMs) when public opinion erupts over reports of war or massacres.
Due to North Korea’s extreme secrecy, atrocities such as public executions and
detention in political prison camps are difficult to expose externally. However, the
North Korea Human Rights COI, launched in 2013 following appeals from human rights
groups and defectors, dramatically shifted the atmosphere. It confirmed that North
Korea’s widespread and systematic human rights violations constitute crimes against
humanity and warned that Chinese officials forcibly repatriating defectors could
become accomplices to these crimes.

The UN Human Rights Council and General Assembly adopted resolutions urging the
Security Council to refer the North Korean situation to the ICC as recommended by the
North Korea Human Rights COI. Following the first-ever high-level meeting on North
Korean human rights attended by the foreign ministers of South Korea, the United
States, and Japan in the history of the UN General Assembly, the Security Council
discussed North Korean human rights for several years. Subsequently, there were
testimonies from defectors indicating a reduction in violent and harsh acts by North
Korean authorities.

The North Korea Human Rights COI presented an effective model for internationally
exposing human rights atrocities that could easily be buried and improving human
rights through this. However, the North Korea Human Rights COI report has faded from
memory after 12 years. The Security Council’s referral of North Korea to the ICC has hit
a wall due to vetoes from China and Russia. In the meantime, North Korea has been
regressing in human rights, enacting the *Anti-Reactionary Thought Culture Rejection
Law™* thatimposes the death penalty for spreading South Korean dramas. The UN
Office on North Korean Human Rights, established following the COI’s
recommendation, has also been disappointing. A recent report from this office drew
criticism for using the term “neighboring countries” instead of “China” when explaining
human trafficking and forced repatriation of defectors, and for referring to defectors as
“persons who have left the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea.”



To deter North Korea’s crimes against humanity, a clear message must be sent that an
independent and specialized UN human rights investigation body can collect evidence
and hold perpetrators criminally accountable in the future. Therefore, to secure new
momentum for deterring North Korea’s crimes against humanity at this point, concrete
efforts are needed to re-establish and institutionalize the North Korea Human Rights
COl. Since the 2014 North Korea Human Rights COI report, accountability mechanisms
for Syria (IlIM) and Myanmar (IIMM) have been established, and de facto permanent
investigation bodies are active in Venezuela, Iran, Ukraine, and elsewhere. Is the
current human rights situation in North Korea better than in these countries?

In 2002, humanity established the ICC to realize universal international criminal justice.
The Republic of Korea, a member of the ICC and a nation aspiring for unification,
should take the lead in launching a permanent North Korea Human Rights COl. There is
also a need to designate February 17th every year as “North Korean Human Rights
Advancement Day” to raise domestic and international awareness. We must take the
lead in spreading universal values such as freedom, democracy, human rights, and the
rule of law in North Korea.

- This article has been translated by Upstage Solar Al.

Y215 7| (View Original Korean Article) [7



Sollo] AMAISHE] Bat o1 ZALSIE AR]E}

7111

$4d
1 SRATHEL(CC) A

QF 1722 R 55t o1 AR
3ozt Bste] 91 Fshol thal Tkl
T H%)(crimes against humanity)ol| &i
gele 80lghl 79 HEAEOIALS]
©I5} o]0l Bt HEe SRS A
£ £75 R AEls] 12687} B Yol
L} BA] 5t 1A COI HilAf= el
ol Bt Agts SAFAREAICO
3Rs Zlg Zeds] A3t HIS Bt
Age 1000 3Rske A2 Ol B
H AR O] B AY= 531 Q1#H0] A
# gl0] =Sl STHE Wik

20138 Ax|=f 187 =S B3 R
COR= 91 2101 7 7]5t Zof] Solst

g+,

AT R Fd, s HE= 02
0] EZ0M COIL} AFAZRAIZHFFM) 2
HX[SITE 5ok S50 Had ol 5
M A, B +84 dat E2 T
8} 3iel7} ol Al ofglct. 1=
ol 2013¢ Q1A Tl BRTS| 548
EHs 26} 01 COk= B97IE 2A
ofl B sRi) Bote] Zelstal AA
0l Q1A ZFali7t Hielt: HZ|o] sfee
Ch E013iT1, BRTIS 2| E&6h=
E= #el7t 531 vl #iF|o] ZHO|
g 4 Qlthal Za13ic,

£ QIHOIAEIQL E3)= EetelH
COI HaIth=E eheelrt 53t el S ICC
ol SE5HoF SiThl S7tske Zolots

Aeigict 9 B3| A BEE 8ol

< QwETO| At EoloIA T9lE
slo7h gl | 0]0] ehEeolAE
7+ Bt QIA0] =0Tt ol 5ot &

29| =3, 715 |lep} Sk BS

1l Zl&0] AL

55t Q1A CO= 2ol 412 & &
Ag FAFCE 2elil, o) Sd ¢l
A 7ok E3HERl HES AAIR
T} JeiLt S8t o1 COl Bk 124
0] ALt 7190fIA] SIUISHAICE 7ol Qb
2]0] 55t ICC sFe B, 2lAlole] A
FH0ORR= H0] 2Rk 2= Alo] &
SHe o= et REE AR Aske
TS AW Bt HiFEE Biee S ¢
7 958 SOtk St ¢l CoI9) #l
2 X 79 SoRIEARAE 48
AECE O]20IA 32 W HiME 5
A Qiiinimter R B S& Jd6id
A B2 T A= 0lRKe B8E &

(=) =
1, BEUS DATEFORINIES =

OleiRyet B MBS AT
S510] VIOl izl SR e

S22 991 O TN 7F A 4
ol 85 BA RIS B 4 QIrhe B

I W] ORI Qs A2 e s
S B3 917 (OIS TA| ZxJs] Ak
3lahe I welo] LRstch 2014
25} 017 COI KA 0% Alzjo} =9l
T HALS M ookt 2
HAUSIMMO] AR, vl
z}-ofeh- 23210IL} SollA AMIAY Al
ZAL 717 B Zolck i B8] 91
A Aglo] ol LtSHErLIeTR

20024 Q== HHA 2| A A
AlBIS QI3 1002 g3l I0co] &9
OJRt EYUS KISksH= TS A4
=5} 0l COL E4Hol| QFAJok SiTh T
| 28 179S ‘B3t 91 SRl U'E
A& =uel S sPINZ ZeE
Qltt S2l= Bslof] AR TFF-0l
2A-Ho| Rl 22 HEA ZxI7H
El= o) QrabAfol i),



