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PREFACE 

I have been working on problems of food strategies 
in the Latin American setting for more than two 
decades. Together with colleagues at the Ecodevelopment 
Center and other institutions in Mexico, we have 
contributed to the on- going debate on the advisability 
of food self-sufficiency as a viable strategy. As the 
discussions advanced and the positions hardened with 
the deepening of the economic crisis, it became obvious 
that those of us advocating food self-sufficiency would 
have to find new ways to make our arguments more 
persuasive. An objective evaluation of the experiences 
of nations outside Latin America was one such approach. 

North Korea might at first appear an unlikely 
choice for comparison. Its well-known commitment to 
self-reliant development (Juche) was shrouded in 
mystery. Although many official speeches of Kim Il
Sung were available, little concrete information was 
available to substantiate the impressive claims made in 
the official propaganda; and our skepticism was aroused 
by the dearth of social science literature other than 
the obvious apologies for the regime. But the few· 
materials that were available suggested that it might 
be worthwhile looking further into the matter. 

Through Mexican diplomatic and university channels 
I solicited permission to visit the Democratic People's 
Republic of Korea (DPRK). I was able to arrange for a 
visit to the Academy of Social Sciences in the DPRK for 
three weeks in July 1985 to examine agricultural 
developmemt and the food system. Support for this trip 
came from the National Science and Technology Council, 
the Metropolitan University, and the Ecodevelopment 
Center, all Mexican institutions. 

My visit began inauspiciously with the normal 
packaged mixture of intensive philosophical discussions 
of the Juche idea and visits to museums and historical 
sites. After some insistence, I was able to persuade 
my hosts to alter my program radically to include 
several lengthy visits to agricultural collectives and 
food markets. I also negotiated a substantial modifi
cation in their normal procedures to permit me unstruc
tured and unplanned interviews with people selected at 
random in both urban and rural settings. The original 
program was further broadened to include special visits 
with technical and academic personnel in a number of 
key agricultural development and food systems 
institutions. 



Our discussions were lengthy. In spite of my 
guide's 1 ack of understanding of the reasons for my 
simple-minded questions and concern with detail, the 
people in the communities and markets displayed 
considerable patience. With help from local minute
takers, I was able to retrace the contents of important 
community meetings and follow bureaucratic procedures 
in some detail. I was also able to talk with consumers 
at random in urban shops, and to learn first hand about 
peasant markets. My hosts appeared quite concerned 
with my questions, and diligently searched for 
information they did not have at their command. At the 
same time, however, they were insistent in conveying 
their own criticisms of my approaches to information 
and my disregard for official junchean methodology 

In general, I felt that I was able to obtain a 
fairly good first impression of the food system and the 
process of rural development. Compared with other 
visitors to Korea, I enjoyed a richer and more 
informative visit because I was able to negotiate 
considerable freedom of movement and persuade my hosts 
of the importance of learning as much as possible about 
the food system. Unfortunately, one point of 
contention was never resolved: there is virtually no 
official information coming directly from North Korean 
authorities and social scientists on their development 
experience; authoritative sources in the DPRK argue 
that such secrecy is a necessary consequence of the 
hostility and potential aggression which they fear from 
their southern neighbors and the United States. No 
flexibility was displayed on this point despite 
repeated high-level discussions of the matter. 
Therefore, most of the aggregate data in this paper is 
freely available to scholars in the West. The 
production, consumption, and trade data are derived 
from FAO sources. In those cases where official 
information or personal findings are cited, it is noted 
explicitly. 

Finally, I would like to express my appreciation 
to Jonathan Fox and the staff of the Institute for Food 
and Development Policy who generously offered comments 
on earlier drafts. I wrote this paper while I was a 
fellow at the Center for US-Mexican Studies of the 
University of California, San Diego. Of course, all 
responsibility for the present formulation rests with 
me. 



INTRODUCTION 

This paper outlines the history of North Korea's 
attempts to achieve food self-sufficiency. After forty 
years of independence and thirty years of economic 
growth, the country has achieved this goal as part of a 
larger strategy of inwardly-based economic growth based 
on precepts of self-reliance. The North Koreans 
started to reorganize agriculture immediately after the 
1953 Korean armistice to respond to the productive 
demands created by their policy of self-reliance. 

They did not choose an extreme version of this 
approach (autarchy) which would have involved no trade 
with the outside wor~d. Rather, they sought to produce 
those foods which could be efficiently produced given 
their climate, resource endowment, and socio-cultural 
requirements. Throughout the period since the end of 
the Korean War they have engaged in international trade 
in foodstuffs, but have never eased up on their 
commitment to maintain a balance or a surplus on their 
foreign account in food and to be able to feed 
themselves entirely from national supplies. It appears 
that they have been generally successful in this regard 
for the past decade. 

The paper begins with an introduction to the 
historical situation in which the DPRK was founded and 
began its process of agricultural transformation. The 
agrarian reforms and initial productive structure are 
briefly described before reviewing the history of 
agricultural production and trade. The Koreans 
emphasize the importance of the three revolutions in 
the countryside--the ideological, cultural, and 
technical--as crucial in achieving the advances which 
are evident to any observer. 

An analysis of the changes induced in these areas 
provides some basis for judging the relative roles of 
productive and political forces in the process of 
achieving self-sufficiency. Additional information on 
recent developments to improve productivity and raise 
output is reviewed. The scant evidence on consumption 
patterns available from local observation and FAO 
documents is also presented. Finally, an evaluation of 
the North Korean experience is essayed with a view to 
stimulating more discussion of the value of food self
sufficiency as a goal for other Third World countries. 
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1. THE RURAL HERITAGE: 
JAPANESE COLONIALISM AND INDEPENDENCE 

The Korean peninsula was formally occupied by the 
Japanese for 35 years, from 1910 until the end of the 
Second World War. During that time, its economy was 
molded to suit the aspirations of the colonial power. 
Although Korea experienced rapid industrialization, it 
only contributed to strengthening Japanese control and 
dislocating Koreans; the southern part of the country 
was reshaped to produce rice and light consumer goods 
for local needs and for export to the colonial market, 
while the north witnessed the establishment of heavy 
industries to support continuing expansion further 
north into Manchuria. Rural property was highly 
concentrated in the hands of landlords and most 
peasants were tied to the land through onerous bonds of 
tenancy. 

It is not surprising that an anti-Japanese 
guerilla movement emerged to unseat the invaders. A 
unified national liberation front emerged during the 
1930s among broad segments of the workers, peasants, 
and students. With the Soviet defeat of the Japanese 
in 1945, the moment was propitious to replace the 
colonial power with a national government. This 
probable sequence was prevented by the Soviet 
acquiescence to an American proposal to divide the 
country. This pact became the basis for a series of 
political machinations which assured the division of 
the country into two antagonistic regimes. 

In the northern half of the country, which became 
the Democratic People's Republic of Korea (DPRK), 
Soviet forces handed control of major installations and 
institutions over to local Korean organizations formed 
during the liberation struggle. A long history of 
cooperative traditions in agriculture and the war
created conditions proved conducive to revolutionary 
changes in the rural sector ( Suret-Canale and Vidale 
1973:41-42; Brun and Hersh 1976:198). Local people's 
committees implemented a series of social and economic 
reforms designed to regain control of the territory by 
nationals and distribute property and income more 
equitably. Popular support for these reforms in the 
rural areas was particularly easy to understand. 

Throughout the Korean peninsula control of the 
land was highly concentrated in the hands of a landlord 
class and the north was unable to supply its own food 
needs because the economy had been reshaped to serve 
the needs of Japanese western expansion towards 
Manchuria. Three-quarters of all rice had been sown in 
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relatively little petroleum as a source of energy or 
industrial raw material. The North Koreans have gone 
to great lengths to substitute other sources of energy 
when possible and develop alternative technologies 
based on their own mineral endowments. 

On the consumption front, too, the North Koreans 
appear to have adopted a policy approach like that 
recommended by Western development practitioners. But 
unlike the results in most other couuntries, here they 
have been able to ensure everyone an adequate diet and 
access to a basic package of other goods and services 
which satisfies the minimum socially defined norms of 
adequacy. In fact, from a comparative perspective, 
nutritional and housing standards are quite high, as is 
the quality of social services such as education and 
health care • . 

It is on the organizational plane that the model 
appears quite unorthodox. The extreme hardship 
occasioned by the 1950-1953 war and the heritage of 
Japanese colonialism facilitated the leadership 
decision to move rapidly towards full collectivization. 
The internal processes of debate and decision-making 
were effective in forging an elite consensus leading to 
an organizational scheme which stimulated cooperative 
work processes reinforcing the formal structures. 
Material incentives complement political rewards to 
stimulate individual productive efforts without 
endangering the integrity of the small workteam or the 
unity of the village cooperatives. The planning 
process also appears to permit sufficient participation 
and feedback from the base to produce achievable goals. 

The North Koreans have gone to great lengths to 
ensure that their productive structure corresponds 
closely to the local pattern of demand and that the 
resource and technological requirements of this 
production are in accord with the country's endowments 
and capabilities. Thus, from a strict instrumental 
point of view, they appear to have implemented a 
development strategy like that recommended by Western 
development experts, but rarely applied in market 
economies in the Third World. The inputs and the 
outputs are similar to textbook prescriptions -- it is 
the process of transformation itself which appears 
radically different. 

An important lesson to be learned from the DPRK's 
experience is that food self-sufficiency is probably 
attainable by many other countries. It started out 
with a meager agricultural resource base and virtually 
no infrastructure. The initial levels of productivity 
and knowledge about agricultural problems were also 






























