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Food Shortage, Nutritional Deprivation, and Reduced Body Size
in North Korean Defectors

Chang, Nam-soo®

- Hwang, Ji-yun

Department of Food and Nutrition, Ewha Womans University, Seonl 120-750, Korea

ABSTRACT

The present study was conducted to document North Korea's long standing food shortage sitvation and to evaluate the
devastating effects of its recent food crisis on the already poor health and nutritional state of the people in North Korea. We
analyzed the mail survey data on food consumption patterns and anthropometry of 109 North Korean defectors, male, aged 20
years and older, who resetled in the South dunng the period of 1988 - 1999, The result of our survey data indicated that during
1988 — 1993 when North Korea's food supply was not vet emerged as a serions problem, food and nutrient intake of North Korean
defectors was estimated to be significantly lower than the recornmended intake levels for maintenance. Energy and protein intake of
subjects who defected during the period of 1988 — 1993 was estimated to be 1,610keal and 57.3g, respectively. The situation was
deteriorated further with the recent food crsis. For subjects who defected after 1994, the total and ammal food intakes were

reduced ro 67% and 25%, respectively, of the amounts consumed by those who defected in the period of 1988 -

1993, and their

energy and protein intake was decreased by 27% and 30% to the level of 1,181keal and 40g. Regardless of the time of defection, the
mean height and body weight of defectors was significantly lower than that of South Korean reference men. The prevalence of
infectious diseases and malnutrition signs was higher among defectors who resettled in the Sounth after 1994 compared to those who
resettled during 1988 - 1993. (Korean J Nuirition 33(3) : 540~ 547, 20009

KEY WORDS ™ malnutrition, food shortage, anthropometry, North Korea.
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Table 1. Foods intake of subjects by resettlement Gme

Food groupsig) 1988 - 1994 After 1994 ‘95 National nutrition
N =22 N = &7 survey report”

Meat, poultry, and their products 160 + 34742 122 + 326 67.7
Fish and shellfish 407 = 725™ 247 £ 519 75.1
Egas 112+ 23.8% 6.0+ 186 218
Milk and dairy products 05+ 22 0.0+ 04 5.6
Oils and fats{animal) 14+ 439 0.3+ 2.1 0.1

Subtotal anima! foods 79.3 £ 109.4% 456 + 8456 230.3
Legumes and their products 24.8 £ 43.9% 180 £ 440 34.7
Vegetables 317.6 £ 198.7™ 2717 2 1795 286.9
Seaweeds 09 + 2.8 09+ 32 6.6
Fungi and mushrooms - - 22
Fruits 2701 £ 704% 13.0 £ 55.3 146.0
Cereals and grain products 507.3 & 325.9%" 376.5 &+ 244.2 306.9
Potatoes and starches 249 + 431" 272+ 619 21.2
Sugars and their products 04+ 1.6™ 1.0+ 36 3.6
Oils and fats{vegetables) 44+ 7™ 20+ 3.7 35
Beverages 63.3 + 1343% 118+ 602 18.0
Seasonings 249 = 203" 05+ 17.8 29.6
Others - - 4.1

Subtotal plant foods 995.4 4+ 465.4* 744.7 £+ 400.1 870.6

Taotal 1074.7 & 505.3* 7903 £ 4501 1100.9

Note 1) ‘95 Natonal Mutrition Survey Report, average food intake, per capita per day

2y Mean + 5.D.

3} NS @ Not significant between resettlers of 1968 — 1993 and that of after 1994 at o0 = 0.05 by Student t-test
4) Significantly different between resettlers of 1988 — 1993 and that of after 1994 by Student t-testi*p <7 0.05)
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Table 2. Nutrient intake of subjects hy resettlement time

B 2 B 3 33(5): 540547, 2000/543

Nutrient 1988 - 1993 After 1994 ‘95 National nutrition
(N =22 (N = B7) survey report”
Energy(kcal) 16104 + 6457 1181.3 = 4704 2,215
Protein(g) 57.3 + 289* 400 = 200 §7.5
Fatig) 225 + 15.2% 145 = 106 46.3
Carbohydrate(g) 2814 1219 2153 & 804 355.3
Fiber(g) 96 + 46" 76 + 36 3.6
Vitamin Af{pg RE) 2197 + 221.9M% 286.1 £ 339.4 470.1
Vitamin B,(mg) 1.09 + (.59 0.80 &£ 0.34 141
Vitamin B.{mg) 0.73 + 0.34% 0.54 + 027 1.54
Niacinimg NE) 129 + 7%= 82 + 80 204
Vitamin C(mg) 715 + 46.8° 548 + 436 102.0
Calcium(mg) 3967 + 219.7" 296.8 + 194.0 5275
Phasphorusimg) 10815 4 495.0° 791.0 + 3169 1,034
Iron{mg) 1.8 = 4o* 94 + 45 193
%Energy(CHO : Pro : Fat) 73:14:13 7h:14 01 64 :16 :20

Nate 1) ‘95 National Mutrition Survey Report, average nutrient intake, per adult per day

2y Mean + 5.D

3) Significantly different between resettler of 1988 — 1993 and that of after 1994 by Student Hest(*p < 0.05, *p < 0.01, **p < 0.005)
4) NS : Not significant between resettler of 1988 — 1993 and that of after 1994 at o = 0.05 by Student t-test.

Table 3. Dietary patiems of subjects

19858 - 1993 After 1994
People who skipped meals(%} 10% 27%
Number of meals for a day™” 3.1 + 07" 29 & 06
People who couldn' eat enough to work (%) 35% 34%
Number of alternative food iterns consumed*” 1316 25+ 35

Note 13 NS : Not significant between resettlers of 1988 — 1993 and that of after 1994 at ot = 0.05 by Wilcoxon 2-sample test

2) Mean + 5.D

3) Significantly different between before and after the resettlement by Wilcoxon 2-sample testi*p < 0.05)
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Table 4. Clinical symptoms of malnutrition of subjects”

Symplotms T986 - 1993 After 1994
N(%) N{%)
Anemia 31500 23(25.8)
Malaise weekness 3(15.0) 20{22.5)
Capillus depigmentation 4(20.0) 10{11.2)
Conjunctivitis sicca 4(20.0) 7( 7.8
Derrmatitis 1( 5.0 9(10.1)
Scurvy - 11(12.4)
Angular cheilitis 10 5.0 B{ 6.7}
Malnutrition - 19(21.3)
Nyctalopia 1{ 5.0) 4 4.5)
Beri beri - 7.8
Pellagra - 19(21.3)
Glossitis 1¢ 5.00 16{18.0)
Thyromegaly - 13(14.6)
Rickets - 15(16.8)
Note 1) Multiple responses
Table 5. Diseases patterns of subjects
Diseases 1988 - 1993 After 1994
M%) N{%)
Peptic ulcer, gastropathy 3015.0) 14(15.7)
Hepatitis 1¢ 5.0) 5( 5.6)
Tuberculosis, pneumonophthisis - -
[habetes mellitus - -
Arteriosclerosis - 2{ 2.0
Cardiopathy - 3(34)
Cancer - -
Typheid fever - -
Paratyphoid fever - 101}
Others (10.0) 22(24.7)
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Table 6. Height, weight and body mass index(BMI} of subjects by resettiement time

South Korea North Korea
1988 — 1993(N = 20) After T994(N = B9)
1995 A B A-B A B A—B
Heighticm) ~ 172.0 168.3 £ 55" 1690 + 4.2 07 + 32%%W 1673 £72 167578 a2+ 07!
Weightikg) 66.0 62.0 + 8.9 65.7 + 8.5™ 36 + 73 600 £ 83 627 %77 28 +611!
BMItkg/m™  22.3 219 + 26" 23,0 £ 26™ 1.0 + 2.4t 204 +23 23+22 10422Y

Mote A : Height, weight, and BMI of subjects before reselilement.
T)Mean + 5.D.

NINS : Not significant between resettlers of 1988 -

B : Height, weight, and BMI of subjects after resettlement in South Korea

1993 and that of after 1994 at oo = 0.05 by Student t-test

3)NS : Not significant between resettlers of 1988 — 1993 and that of after 1994 a=0.05 by paired I-test
ASignificantly different batween before and after the resettlement by paired ttest( T p < 005, t ¥p < 0.0001}
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