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North Korean Labor Camp Survivor Tells His Story 

 

Hi again. Nice to have you with us on As It Is. I'm Kelly Jean Kelly. Today we 

are talking about a man named Shin Dong-hyuk. 

  

“He spent the first 23 years of life inside a labor camp in North Korea. He’s 

the only individual born in the labor camp to escape.” 

  

That was Blaine Hardin, a journalist who wrote a book about Shin Dong-

hyuk. Mr. Shin's parents were prisoners in a labor camp called Camp 14.   

  

Camp 14 is one of a network of labor camps in North Korea. Hundreds of 

thousands of North Korean citizens are believed to be held inside the camps. 

People who have seen the camps say the conditions are terrible. They say 

prisoners are often killed, tortured, raped or used for slave labor.   

  

Mr. Shin was born in Camp 14. 

  

“His values, his worldview, his understanding of what it means to be a 

human being all came from his formative years in the camp, where he was 

raised not by his parents so much as by the guards.” 

  

When he was 13, he heard his mother and his older brother talking about 

escaping from the camp. He knew that people who tried to escape were 

shot. He also knew that if you hear someone talking about trying to escape 

and do not report it, you would be shot. So he told the guards about his  
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mother and his brother’s plan. They were shot in front of him. Blaine Hardin 

says Mr. Shin told him that at the time, he was not sorry. 

  

“He told me when I first met him that he watched his mother die and he was 

glad that she died and that he hated her because she had put him at risk by 

plotting an escape with his older brother.” 

  

When Mr. Shin was about 23, he met a prisoner who had lived outside North 

Korea. The other prisoner told Mr. Shin about television, computers and cell 

phones. Mr. Shin was most interested in hearing stories about food: he had 

spent most of his life hungry. 

  

On a winter day in 2005, Mr. Shin and the other prisoner tried to crawl 

under an electric fence to freedom. The other prisoner was killed. But Mr. 

Shin escaped. 

  

Blaine Harden tells Mr. Shin’s story in the book “Escape from Camp 14.” The 

book is being released this week in South Korea, where Mr. Shin now lives. 

  

One of the ideas explored in the book is how the labor camps change human 

relations, and even human psychology. Mr. Shin is an example. 

  

“Things like right and wrong, concepts like love, friendship and trust, all of 

these things are foreign languages to him. So he has struggled mightily to 

learn the lessons that will make it possible to live outside of a labor camp.” 
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The book also tries to show how human rights abuses are part of North 

Korea’s military strategy. Those abuses do not get as much attention as 

North Korea's actions like the threat in March to attack the United States and 

its allies. 

  

“What it’s done is effectively distracted the world from one of the ways that 

Kim family dynasty guarantees its own survival: by being incredibly cruel to 

its own people.” 

  

Mr. Harden says foreign countries should make human rights part of any 

conversation about North Korea. He says international leaders should insist 

that the North Korean government help feed its people. And he says North 

Korea should absolutely close its labor camps. 

 

A few weeks ago a human rights group said new satellite pictures suggest 

that North Korea is expanding Camp 14. The camp is about 70 miles 

kilometers north of the North Korean capital of Pyongyang. Christopher 

Cruise reports that Camp 14 is now controlling people who live in a nearby 

valley. 

  

Private satellite pictures show Camp 14 has grown in the last seven years. 

Amnesty International says checkpoints and guard towers now surround the 

Choma-Bong valley. Camp 14’s expansion means that the people who live in 

the valley are becoming more like prisoners. 

  

Roseanne Rife is Amnesty International's East Asia chief in Hong Kong. 
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“There are new housing structures, as well, near the mines which might 

indicate they’ve increased the work force in the mines. And, the fact that 

they’re enclosed in this perimeter then raises concerns about are they being 

forced to work in the mines as additional forced labor? And, what we 

normally see, the forced labor is very slave-like conditions.” 

 

A North Korean diplomat dismissed the report even before it was made 

public. He called it an “ill-minded” creation of countries such as the United 

States, Japan and European Union members. 

  

But the United Nations is taking the report seriously. UN human rights chief 

Navi Pillay is calling for an international investigation into human rights 

violations in North Korea. She says human rights must remain an issue of 

concern, even though many people are focusing on North Korea’s nuclear 

weapons. 

  

Roseanne Rife of Amnesty International agrees. 

  

“While there’s no denying that there are serious security issues at stake 

here, human rights should be placed front and center in all this.” 

  

Ms. Rife also says the international community must pay attention to human 

rights when it responds to North Korea’s military actions. She says 

restrictions on trade and humanitarian aid must not make human rights in 

North Korea worse.    

 

I’m Christopher Cruise. 
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And I’m Kelly Jean Kelly. 

 

One more piece of recent news from North Korea. A boat with the North 

Korean flag has been detained near Panama. The boat was carrying 

weapons. North Korean officials say they were old weapons from Cuba that 

needed repair. 

  

The United Nations is investigating the incident. U.N. restrictions do not 

allow North Korea to buy, sell, or transport weapons related to nuclear 

warfare. 

  

And that’s our show for today. See you next time on As It Is.  

 

If you would like reach us, send an email to special@voanews.com. Or go to 

our website at learningenglish.voanews.com and click on “Contact Us.” 

 

. 

  

See you next time on As It Is. If you would like reach us, send an email to 

special@voanews.com. Or go to our website at learningenglish.voanews.com 

and click on "contact us." 

 

VOA's Steve Herman contributed to this report. 
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