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Mr. President, 

Excellencies, 

Distinguished Delegates, 

Ladies and Gentlemen,
I am honored to present my first report to this Council since my appointment as Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), together with the Group of Independent Experts who were mandated to prepare a report on accountability for human rights violations in the DPRK. 
At this time of raging tension on the Korean Peninsula and the Northeast Asia region more broadly, there is a risk that our focus would turn away from human rights. Yet if there were an appropriate time to tackle the question of human rights in the DPRK, I believe it is now. The focus on developments in the political and military arenas should not shield ongoing violations from the scrutiny of this Council, nor should it prevent it from taking a leading role on inspiring and coordinating international action on this situation of great concern. 
There are no quick fixes or instant solutions to tackle human rights abuses of the scope and nature that has been reported for a very long time in the DPRK. Over the years my predecessors have been able to set up a forward-thinking agenda which combines the promotion of accountability for these violations with the need to initiate a dialogue with the authorities on ways to reform their laws, policies and practices to protect human rights. This principled approach is bearing fruit, as DPRK human rights have been consistently placed on the agenda of this Council and that of Security Council and the General Assembly over the past few years, and the DPRK Government has also commenced engagement with some human rights mechanisms. I continue to carry this strategy forward.  
Mr President, Distinguished Delegates,
Although I have not yet been able to visit the DPRK or meet any representatives of the authorities, I continue to receive firsthand information through a variety of sources that have helped me assess the latest developments in the country. I have, among other activities, carried out a field visit to the Northeast Asia region including Japan and the Republic of Korea, during which I interacted with different stakeholders in government, civil society, the media, and the field-based structure of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights. During those trips, I was also able to meet with men and women who left the DPRK in 2016. For thousands of people the clandestine journey out of the country is fraught with danger, including the risk of forced repatriation and imprisonment. I was deeply touched by the courage and determination of those to whom I spoke.  
Mr President, 
Let me provide you with an overview of the key trends that have emerged from my observation of the current situation in the DPRK. 
First off, I am concerned about the escalation in hostilities on the Korean peninsula since the resumption by the DPRK of nuclear tests and missile launches using ballistic technology in January 2016, up until last week’s reported missile launches towards the Sea of Japan. These activities have put the few existing opportunities for cooperation and dialogue on human rights in jeopardy. For example, the Kaesong industrial complex which has long been a symbol of mutual understanding and peace between the two Koreas has been shut down for more than a year, leaving thousands of people in the DPRK out of work. Regular reunions of separated families in the two countries have also stopped since October 2015, with no prospect for their resumption in the near future. More recently, a new anti-missile defense system is expected to be set up in the Republic of Korea with the support of the United States of America, prompting threats of retaliation by the DPRK and reactions from other States.
These tensions have further isolated the DPRK from the international community and pushed the UN Security Council and neighbouring states to adopt new sanctions against the country, with a view to halting DPRK’s progress in acquiring nuclear and ballistic-missile technology. We know from past experience that the potential human cost of sanctions may be a cause for concern. All Security Council resolutions on the DPRK have pledged that measures to deter nuclear proliferation should protect the civilian population from the adverse consequences of these sanctions, and I encourage the sanctions monitoring committee to give the matter due consideration. 
Military tensions have brought human rights dialogue with the DPRK to a standstill. As we speak, hundreds of families in the Republic of Korea, Japan and elsewhere continue to search for the whereabouts of missing relatives in the DPRK. Many of these cases are decades old and among them are also proven abductions involving the DPRK, which the authorities have stopped investigating in protest of international sanctions. I am committed to using all possible avenues to access accurate and reliable information on people who were abducted or went missing.

Recent political developments give me further cause for concern. In particular, the killing last month of Mr Kim Jong Un’s brother Kim Jong Nam in Kuala Lumpur has attracted intense media attention, with little consideration given for its human rights implications. I urge all parties concerned to cooperate in carrying out a transparent, independent and impartial investigation into this killing, and to observe guidelines regarding witness protection. Should the investigation confirm the involvement of state actors, Mr Kim would be a victim of an extrajudicial killing and measures would need to be taken to assign responsibilities and protect other persons from targeted killings.

Mr President, 
Last year the DPRK leadership announced a five-year strategy for economic reform which aims to improve people’s living standards and reduce institutional corruption. The extent to which this strategy accounts for the expansion of the informal economy and the increased marketization of agriculture, education, housing, and other sectors is not known. Nevertheless, the authorities now seem to tolerate more private economic activity than before, as it helps make up for some of the structural deficiencies in the food distribution system and in other social services that have left a large section of the population unable to enjoy minimum subsistence rights. The gradual opening of the economy to informal activity has also had the unintended effect of overcoming some of the heavy restrictions that continue to be placed on access to information from abroad, as more foreign audiovisual material is smuggled in than before. 
Another area that deserves scrutiny by this Council is that of humanitarian aid. Last summer’s typhoon destroyed large swathes of land in the Northeastern provinces and affected the livelihoods of around 600,000 people. Whereas the government reconstructed some of these areas with the support of UN agencies and other international humanitarian actors, it was only able to mobilize less than 40% of the required financial assistance. Moreover, it is not clear whether humanitarian aid has reached the most vulnerable communities, including people who live in remote rural areas, persons with disabilities, and prison inmates.   
The situation of overseas workers was also repeatedly brought to my attention in the past few months. The scheme is a valuable source of foreign currency for the DPRK, and a much sought after opportunity for many residents to travel abroad. Yet I continue to hear accounts of various irregularities and abuses, starting from an opaque selection process that reportedly involves paying bribes to local officials, to the operation of a heavy system of surveillance depriving selected candidates from their rights to freedom of expression, freedom of movement and freedom of assembly. In addition, workers abroad reportedly have to contribute a large portion of their salaries to the authorities in the form of so-called ‘loyalty funds’. I ask all host countries to respect the rights of these workers and to ensure that international human rights and labour standards are made applicable in bilateral agreements with the DPRK.
The situation in the four prison camps that are known to be still operational remains a grave concern. No concrete steps have been taken by the authorities to protect political prisoners in these facilities from the risk of torture in detention, forced labour and summary execution. It is estimated that political prison camps host at least 80,000 and up to 120,000 inmates. The continued lack of access to, and information on, these facilities remains a major obstacle to seek protection for those under detention. There is a need to step up efforts to gain access to political prison camps.
Mr President, 
Alongside the violations that I detail in my report, there have been a few incipient improvements in the DPRK’s engagement with UN human rights mechanisms. Last year the country submitted long due national reports to the Committee on the Rights of the Child and the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women. Both reports will be reviewed in September and October of this year respectively. In December 2016 the DPRK also ratified its fifth core human rights treaty- the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. The country has also agreed to integrate the human rights based approach in the 2017-2021 UN strategic framework for cooperation, and it continues to open up to international nongovernmental organizations that provide humanitarian and technical assistance. 
I am encouraged by those positive developments and I urge the authorities to continue building bridges with the international community, especially the UN human rights system and its thematic mandate holders. I also encourage member states and civil society organizations to use UN mechanisms as a space for dialogue with the DPRK government on the implementation of their international human rights obligations. The review later this year of the DPRK national reports by the CEDAW and CRC committees will provide an opening through which the situation of groups risking discrimination will be highlighted, and I look forward to building on the results of this exercise.
As Special Rapporteur I have made several requests to the DPRK to visit the country and I also recommended that it extends an invitation to other thematic mandate holders of relevance to the country situation. I have sought to visit neighbouring countries and I hope that these requests will be considered favourably. In addition, I have approached different States with friendly relations with the DPRK and international nongovernmental organizations that are active inside the country. I will continue to seek practical changes on the ground despite the difficult and time-consuming work involved in building channels for communication with the authorities. 
Mr President, Distinguish Delegates,
Let me close by inviting the Group of Independent Experts to present their findings. Their report provides important guidance on ways to achieve accountability, and I particularly appreciate all the efforts they have made to conceptualize the way forward. I also welcome efforts by OHCHR including through its field-based structure to monitor the situation in the DPRK, as well as the excellent work that civil society organizations continue to carry out to document human rights violations. 

Our response to the people in DPRK who continue to live through a major human rights crisis must be guided by the pursuit of justice and accountability as a core tenet of the United Nations. At the same time, all initiatives that seek to achieve real impact on the ground should be supported, as they also translate into concrete benefits and better protection for a section of DPRK society. 
We are living through a moment in which the foundations of justice and peace are being seriously undermined. And as history has taught us, it is at moments like this that multilateral diplomacy, the collective action of all Member States of the United Nations and their commitment to human rights is the key response, as victims look to the United Nations for help. I appeal to you to redouble your resolve in fulfilling that promise. Thank you.
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