
                                                Smuggling in North Korea  
                                            has Profound Consequences 
 
 
Smuggling in North Korea has profound consequences for its citizens, impacting their lives 
in various ways:  
 

1. Access to Essential Goods: Smuggling provides North Koreans with access 
to essential goods that are otherwise scarce or unavailable due to the country's 
economic isolation and strict government controls. Items like food, medicine, 
and everyday household products are often smuggled in from China, helping to 
alleviate some of the hardships faced by the population.  
 

2. Economic Opportunities: For many North Koreans, smuggling represents a 
vital economic opportunity. Engaging in smuggling activities allows individuals to 
earn money and support their families, especially in a country where official 
wages are often insufficient to meet basic needs.  
 

3. Risk of Severe Punishment: The North Korean government imposes harsh 
penalties on those caught smuggling. Punishments can include imprisonment, 
forced labor, and even execution. The fear of being caught creates a constant 
state of anxiety for those involved in smuggling operations [3].  
 

4. Corruption and Bribery: Smuggling operations often involve bribing border 
guards and other officials to avoid detection. This perpetuates a cycle of 
corruption within the country, as officials may turn a blind eye to smuggling 
activities in exchange for bribes.  
 

5. Exposure to Foreign Information: Smuggling not only brings in goods but 
also foreign media and information. This exposure can challenge the 
government's propaganda and control over its citizens, leading to a greater 
awareness of the outside world and potentially fostering dissent.  
 

6. Health Risks: Smuggling can also pose health risks. For example, smuggled 
medicines may not meet safety standards, leading to potential health hazards 
for those who use them. Additionally, the stress and physical danger associated 
with smuggling can take a toll on individuals' well-being.  
 

7. Social Tensions: The involvement in smuggling can create social tensions 
within communities. Neighbors may distrust each other, fearing that someone 



might report their activities to the authorities. This atmosphere of suspicion can 
erode social cohesion and trust.  
 

8. Impact on State Control: Smuggling undermines the North Korean 
government's control over the economy and society. While it provides necessary 
goods and economic opportunities, it also highlights the limitations of the state's 
ability to meet the needs of its people and maintain strict control.  
 

Overall, while smuggling offers some relief from the harsh conditions in North Korea, it 
comes with significant risks and consequences for those involved.  

 

1. Inside North Korea: “We are stuck, waiting to die” - BBC  
2. North Korean citizens punished severely for using mobile phones and ...  
3. How media smuggling took hold in North Korea - PBS  

 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/extra/bskbb4rmae/inside-north-korea
https://monitor.civicus.org/explore/north-korean-citizens-punished-severely-using-mobile-phones-and-watching-foreign-films/
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/media-smuggling-north-korea

