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The Influence of South Korean 
NGOs on State Aid Policy

Kyungyon Moon

I examine the experiences of South Korean nongovernmental or-
ganizations (NGOs) that provide aid to North Korea in order to assess
the success and limitations of the NGO movement. With reference to
the political role of NGOs in constructivist theory, I identify three fac-
tors that have hindered the formation of a sustainable partnership
between the South Korean government and NGOs since the inter-
Korean summit of 2000. First, South Korean NGOs have lacked con-
sistent efforts toward transparency and accountability in operations
and organizational management. Second, the great increase in inter-
Korean cooperation and exchange after 2000 weakened the re-
search, education, and advocacy function of NGOs. Third, aid NGOs
failed to establish independent, diversified, and stable funding
mechanisms, decreasing their capacity to act as cooperative partners
of the government. KEYWORDS: South Korea, nongovernmental or-
ganizations, aid policy, government-NGO relations, aid to North
Korea, inter-Korean exchange and cooperation.

AFTER THE DEMOCRATIC PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF KOREA (DPRK OR

North Korea) made an official request to the international com-
munity for aid in 1995, the aid campaign of the Republic of Korea
(ROK or South Korea) spread to become a nationwide movement.
The nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) that had a steering
role in South Korea’s campaign for aid to North Korea not only
contributed to stimulating assistance and moderating the general
public’s antagonistic view toward North Korea but also expanded
inter-Korean exchange and cooperation for peace and security on
the Korean peninsula. These NGO campaigns brought significant
improvements to South Korea’s civil society environment. Some
of their notable accomplishments include securing permission to
raise funds through an automatic response system (ARS, currently
the major fund-raising tool for international development and
cooperation NGOs); gaining permission to raise funds in public
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places;1 allowing expenditure on organizational administration to
increase from 0 to 15 percent of raised funds; and establishing an
NGO support system (NGO Council 2005).2 Due to their signifi-
cant role in providing aid to North Korea from 1995 to 2007, NGO
activities have been described as a second nationwide movement,
following the democratic movement of the 1980s (Lee 2009).

However, by 2013 these NGOs had become largely irrelevant.
They are barely surviving, along with their umbrella organization,
the NGO Council for Cooperation with North Korea. The major
cause of their downfall is the stagnation of the inter-Korean rela-
tionship that has persisted since the Lee Myung-bak administration
took power in 2008. But the rupture of the inter-Korean relationship
is not the only reason. 

Rather than tackling the domestic structures affecting gov-
ernment-NGO relationships, I analyze the NGO movement and
organizational management in order to pinpoint what changed the
influence of South Korean NGOs on government aid policy to
North Korea. I then consider strategies to revitalize the role of
NGOs as political actors in the state’s policymaking process.

I use the phrase “NGOs for aid to North Korea” to cover all
NGOs that participated in providing aid to North Korea from 1995
to 2007. They include religious organizations, medical associations,
labor unions, and women’s unions that established specialized units
under their organizational structures and organized fund-raising
activities. There are also NGOs established independently with a
single issue-specific mandate and expertise in international devel-
opment and cooperation. However, these latter types are difficult to
distinguish as a number of international development and coopera-
tion NGOs have participated in providing aid to the DPRK and still
have teams or departments assigned to this objective. My study
uses “NGOs for aid to North Korea” primarily as a concept to refer
to organizations founded to aid the DPRK, engaged in related activ-
ities, and registered by the ROK Ministry of Unification with the
corporations permitted to engage in North Korean programs. 

My focus on the organizational capacity of NGOs in their
advocacy and organizational management proceeds as follows. I
start by examining theoretical aspects of the mechanism and
dynamics that NGOs use to exert influence on government poli-
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cymaking. I then analyze the development and decline of NGOs
for aid to North Korea in order to identify the factors that affected
their level of influence on ROK government aid policy to North
Korea. Lastly, I explore recommendations for strategies to achieve
sustainable NGO influence on government policymaking. 

Theoretical Discussion of NGO Influence

NGO Functions and Partnership with Government

The effectiveness of NGOs established for a common purpose is
determined by their relationship with government and civil society.
Their roles are typically classified into service delivery, advocacy,
research, and civil education (Carothers and Barndt 1999;
Stromquist 1998). Service delivery includes activities supporting or
assisting the government by providing public goods or services on
behalf of the government. Domestically, service might include pro-
grams that support orphanages, senior citizen centers, single moth-
ers, the homeless, and after-school classes, while internationally it
might include relief and development activities in conflict areas
where government organizations and international agencies cannot
venture. Advocacy refers to activities that aim to change the aware-
ness, behaviors, or policies of government or civil society. Cam-
paigns on issues such as the environment, human rights, women’s
rights, antiwar movements, labor rights, refugee protection, and
international aid belong in this category. 

As for research and civil education, NGOs are generally
established for a single, issue-specific mandate and therefore are
supposed to have mandate-related expertise. For example, human
rights organizations can exercise influence on government and
civil society based on information and advocacy strategies accu-
mulated through a strong organizational mandate on a human
rights issue and long-term organizational experience. By means of
continuous research, monitoring, and information gathering on
their mandated issue, NGOs can use civic education to raise pub-
lic awareness and expand support from civil society, building
momentum for change in government policy. 
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Most NGOs perform all three of these activities.3 NGOs often
form and manage close cooperative partnerships with govern-
ments to promote their individual issue areas and to provide serv-
ices. In the case of NGOs’ service delivery, fund-raising from
civil society is not enough to cover the enormous cost of service
delivery. Nor is it easy for governments to cover diverse regions
and issues in the delivery of certain services. In this sense, gov-
ernments seek to overcome such limitations in the provision of
services by utilizing NGOs as a complementary delivery channel
(Ahn 2010; Son, Han, and Park 2011; Son and Jung 2010). 

Close partnerships on advocacy also exist between govern-
ments and NGOs. When a government prepares to make policy
changes by spreading its policy agenda or stance on an issue, the
NGOs that align with the government’s stance can help provide
advocacy (Cho 2001). We most commonly see this alignment in
the activities of policy advocacy organizations. For instance, the
NGOs for aid to North Korea that advocated for the engagement
policy of the Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun administrations
made a positive partnership with the government during that
period (Jung and Kim 2012; Lee and Huh 2006). 

When NGOs push for change in policies on a certain issue,
they do not simply rely on a bottom-up strategy of pressuring
governments to change policy by mobilizing public opinion.
NGOs also adopt a top-down strategy to target the upper-level
mechanisms of the government policymaking process. As the lat-
ter is more cost-effective than the former, NGOs try to establish
and manage partnerships with various players in the policymaking
process. NGOs are also prone to receiving significant financial
and in-kind support from governments for their operations and
may procure the funds needed to maintain their organization
through government sources. As a quid pro quo, NGOs inevitably
tend to promote advocacy activities aligned with the funding gov-
ernment (Barrett and Maxwell 2005). 

Research and civic education are areas that require government
and NGO partnership. The range of information gathered by NGOs
based on field activities and expertise on specific issues provides
useful resources for government policymaking. The role of an NGO
as a civil society actor is also important in a democratic state as it is
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generally believed that the mandates and activities of NGOs in rep-
resenting public interests make a positive contribution to social
development (Jang and Hong 2010; Stoddard 2006). 

To deliver the above functions and mandates, Keck and Sikkink
(1998) argue that NGOs exploit several types of politics: informa-
tion, symbolic, leverage, and accountability. Information politics is
used as a strategic measure that allows NGOs to have effective
influence on a government and civil society. The capacity to
quickly generate highly reliable information and use it in a timely
manner depends on NGOs’ field experience and issue-specific
expertise. NGOs also use symbolic politics to frame incidents,
issues, or events through an effective storytelling method, and by
doing so endeavor to raise or change the discursive environment of
a government or civil society. Leverage politics is the use of ele-
ments that target the sensitivities of target groups. For example,
developed countries are sensitive about social values such as human
rights and democracy, whereas developing countries are sensitive to
economic progress. Accountability politics is a strategy of exploit-
ing demands for accountability on a government or civil society.
NGOs pressure a government to comply with an official declara-
tion, pledge, international treaty, or universal norm that already has
the agreement of the target government. 

Assessing NGO Influence

What causes NGO influence on government policymaking to change
over time? Answers can be drawn from analysis of the domestic
political structure, NGOs’ relationships with government, and
NGOs’ expertise and capability in their advocacy aimed at gov-
ernment and civil society. 

First, the influence of NGOs on a government depends on the
specific domestic political structure and environment (Keohane
1989; Krasner 1983; Kratochwil 1989; Rittberger 1993). The
domestic political structure refers to the distribution of power in
the government policymaking process. Factors such as the rela-
tionship between the legislative body and the administration with
regard to policy monitoring and discussion, the government’s per-
ception of NGOs, and a mechanism to guarantee and encourage
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NGOs’ participation in the policymaking process affect govern-
ment receptiveness to NGO influence. A government’s internaliza-
tion and sensitivity to international rules and agendas, and percep-
tion of the roles and joint efforts of the international community or
organizations, are also factors that influence a government’s rela-
tionship with NGOs (McAdam 1998; Risse-Kappen 1995). Gener-
ally, the influence of NGOs is less significant when a government
has a centralized policymaking mechanism and the administration
has more power than the legislative body. On the other hand,
NGOs find it easier to engage in policymaking and exercise influ-
ence when a government is positive about their participation and
has systems and mechanisms to encourage it. Studies also show
that NGO influence on a government is greater when the govern-
ment is more actively engaged in international treaties, rules, and
efforts (Donnelly 1999; McAdam 1998; Rittberger 1993).

My study analyzes NGO expertise and competency in order to
understand the causes of changes in NGO influence on govern-
ment policymaking. Instead of a theoretical analysis of the
domestic structure within which NGOs operate, I undertake a the-
oretical review of NGOs’ ability to achieve sustained influence on
government policymaking. 

What are the factors that determine the influence of NGOs on
a government? NGO influence depends on the expertise and com-
petency of NGOs to use the aforementioned strategies effectively
(Keck and Sikkink 1998; Klotz 1999; Sikkink 1993). This includes
the ability to successfully frame issues and promote them through
civil society and government campaigns at the right time and with
the necessary accumulated expertise and information; the compe-
tency to effectively influence or be involved in various stages of
government policymaking; and the ability to build and use various
levels of networks as needed. 

As NGOs rely on the voluntary participation of civil society,
achieving accountability and transparency in their operations as
well as organizational management are critical factors in maintain-
ing their influence on a government and civil society, as well as in
getting support from these actors (Adeh 2004; Brown and Moore
2001; Slim 2002). Conduct in operating and activity monitoring are
important in securing accountability. Monitoring provides informa-
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tion for effective management and helps determine what works well
and what requires improvement. Such a process generates knowl-
edge on development cooperation policy, and this knowledge can
contribute to the development of international cooperation by being
applied to other aid policies and operations. Securing accountabil-
ity for taxpayers is also important for the sustainable financing of
development because resources for development mostly come from
the pockets of taxpayers in donor countries. Donor agencies there-
fore have a duty to report the progress and results of aid operations
to their taxpayers, and enhancing transparency in aid operation con-
tributes to securing this accountability (Hong et al. 2012). There-
fore, NGOs have a duty to consistently strive to be accountable to
donors and recipients by improving aid effectiveness and increasing
transparency in their operations and activities as well as organiza-
tional management. 

Second, NGOs perform research and educational functions.
In contrast to the government, which deals with policy concerns,
an NGO’s commitment to a single issue enables it to specialize
and gather relatively high levels of information and expertise on
the particular issue area (Stoddard 2006). NGOs’ close ties to the
field and flexibility in responding to emerging issues are other
factors that make them more suited to performing a pioneering
research function. By disseminating updated and focused infor-
mation and insights, NGOs are able to exert influence on govern-
ment policymaking. In the humanitarian sector, for instance,
Stoddard (2006) has shown how US humanitarian NGOs’ field
information contributed to the framing and understanding of inter-
national crises among government policymakers in the cases of
Bosnia-Herzegovina, Kosovo, and Somalia. NGOs’ close interaction
with civil society also renders them better suited to foster citizen
participation and perform civic education roles (Stromquist 1998).
By providing leadership training for young people who want to
engage in civic life and issue-specific seminars for the public,
NGOs perform an educational role in civil society. 

Third, as advocacy organizations, NGOs seek policy change on
diverse issues such as human rights, women’s empowerment, the
environment, weapons, and war and peace. Constructivist scholars
who examine the role of norms and ideas in government policymak-
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ing see NGOs as significant independent political actors rather than
passive agents of the state. They consider NGOs key constituents of
civil society, acting as norm entrepreneurs. Keck and Sikkink (1998)
and Florini (2000) argue that NGOs and their transnational advocacy
networks shape and change the policy and practice of states and
international organizations. For instance, Klotz (1999) writing on
anti-apartheid movements, Forsythe (2006) and Sikkink (1993) on
human rights, Price (1998) on banning land mines, and Raustiala
(1997) on environmental institutions trace how norms and ideas
have changed government policies and practices. Through empirical
studies, these scholars argue that NGOs and their transnational advo-
cacy networks play a significant political role in the process of state
norm adoption and policy change. 

Lastly, stable funding is an important factor for the sustainabil-
ity of NGO movements (Edwards and Hulme 1996a; Mathews
1997). Funding for NGOs comes from various sources, including
voluntary contributions, the private sector, and state financing. The
sustainability of NGO activity might be constrained by the absence
of a reliable revenue stream. As James (1989) has argued, however,
if NGOs rely too heavily on a single funding source they may
become subject to the influence of that funder. Such overreliance
can damage an NGO’s legitimacy. NGOs’ funding mechanisms, in
particular a reliance on government funding, make it difficult to
maintain organizational autonomy (Edwards and Hulme 1996b;
Fisher 1993), all the more so as they grow larger and become more
bureaucratic. Baitenmann (1990) therefore argues that funding from
governments or private corporations can undermine the autonomy
of NGOs and damage their legitimacy.

Changes in NGO Influence on the ROK 
Government’s Aid Policy for North Korea

In 1995, when North Korea appealed to the international commu-
nity for food aid, South Korean civil society and NGOs did not
pay much attention because of the early prediction that North
Korea’s food shortage, caused by the previous year’s floods,
would be a temporary issue. However, as it became apparent that
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the food shortage was not a simple and short-term matter and that
large-scale organized assistance would be needed, from 1996
onward the temporary campaigns of individual NGOs became a
nationwide movement with the simultaneous participation of reli-
gious groups, labor unions, and women’s groups.

In this section I discuss how the influence of South Korean
NGOs for aid to North Korea changed over time and why such
changes occurred. Based on the theoretical framework, I contend
that NGO aid to North Korea had differing levels of influence on
government aid policy to the DPRK depending on the administra-
tion in power. For a more structured analysis, I classify the char-
acteristics of NGO influence on government aid policy to North
Korea from 1995 to 2012 as follows: from 1995 to 1997, restraint
and confrontation during the Kim Young-sam administration; from
1998 to 2007, cooperative coexistence in the Kim Dae-jung and
Roh Moo-hyun administrations; and from 2008 to 2012, stagnation
during the Lee Myung-bak administration.

Restraint and Confrontation: 1995–1997

As a number of international and national organizations recog-
nized the extent of North Korea’s food shortages from 1995
through 1997, various NGOs in South Korea and other like-
minded organizations—including religious groups, women’s
groups, college unions, farmers’ unions, labor groups, and democ-
racy activists—volunteered to help North Korea by stimulating a
nationwide campaign (Human Rights Movement Sarangbang
1996, 1997a, 1997b). As shown in Table 1, until 1997 only 13
organizations participated in providing aid to North Korea, but the
number dramatically increased to 112 organizations by 1997.
Among these organizations, Korea Sharing Movement (KSM) and
Good Friends conducted a series of research projects on the
humanitarian crisis in North Korea, interviewing North Korean
refugees and residents in the Korean-Chinese border area and pro-
viding information on the issue to the press.4 They also organized
seminars and international conferences highlighting the need for
humanitarian support for North Korea in order to encourage the
participation of local and central government and international
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society (Good Friends 2006; KSM 2006; NGO Council 2005). By
framing the campaign for aid to North Korea as a part of the
reunification movement, these NGOs also organized civil lectures
and street campaigns in order to broaden the campaign for aid to
North Korea into a nationwide movement. In particular, the par-
ticipation of presidential candidates Kim Dae-jung, Lee In-je, and
Lee Hoe-chang at the Presidential Candidate Discussion on Aid to
North Korea event that was organized by NGOs for aid to North
Korea showed how political circles perceived the civil society
movements at that time (KSM 1999; Sung and Kim 1997). 

However, despite the efforts of the advocacy movement from
1995 to 1997, the government barely changed its policy on human-
itarian aid to North Korea. Among the movement’s demands were
that the government actively support humanitarian aid to North
Korea and deregulate prohibited NGO campaigns and direct aid to
North Korea. But the Kim Young-sam administration’s aid to North
Korea through international organizations remained extremely lim-
ited.5 Instead, the Kim administration adopted some institutional
measures to restrain NGOs from public fund-raising activities, col-
lection of relief items, and contact with North Korean authorities to
discuss aid delivery. From September 1995 the administration only
permitted the Korean Red Cross to deliver aid to North Korea and
restricted the provision of rice for relief assistance. The administra-
tion also did not allow the participation of the private sector and the
press (NGO Council 2005). 

As the campaign for aid to North Korea spread nationwide
and more NGOs demanded autonomy in advocacy activities,
fund-raising, and delivery of relief assistance to North Korea, the
administration amended the Donation Prohibition Act for the first
time since its establishment in 1951, changing it to the Donation
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Restriction Act in July 1996. Although it may appear from the
name change that the administration deregulated the operational
environment for NGOs, the amendments actually reinforced the
existing restrictions by being more specific (National Law Infor-
mation Center 2013). In March 1997, the administration adopted
the Action to Increase Scope of Participation and Items for Aid to
North Korea, but that act still restricted the campaigns and activ-
ities of NGOs.

Cooperative Coexistence: 1998–2007

From 1998 through 2007, the campaign for aid to North Korea
shifted from a nationwide public campaign based on a broad NGO
network to an organized, strategic advocacy campaign steered by
a few NGOs. In 1999, the founding of the NGO Council for
Cooperation with North Korea showed that the civil movement
had evolved. It allowed NGOs to share and arbitrate strategic
goals, and represented the NGOs for aid to North Korea in their
interactions with the government (Lee, Lee, and Choi 1999). The
NGO Council also provided the government with an efficient
channel to discuss the issue of aid to North Korea. Seeking to
expand inter-Korean exchange and cooperation, the Kim Dae-jung
and Roh Moo-hyun administrations utilized the NGOs for aid to
North Korea and the NGO Council to foster the perception of
North Korea as part of one Korean nation, as well as a partner for
exchange and eventual reunification (Lee 2005). The govern-
ment’s interest contributed to a favorable operational environment
for the NGOs for aid to North Korea, as shown in Table 2, estab-
lishing the culture of sharing in South Korean civil society while
also ameliorating North Korea’s food shortage.

The collaborative partnership between the NGOs for aid to
North Korea and the government is most readily apparent on the
issue of aid delivery. Since 1995, the consistent campaigns to
pressure the government on aid to the DPRK were a major factor
that facilitated large-scale aid to North Korea. The close relation-
ship between President Kim Dae-jung and the NGOs for aid to
North Korea dated back to 1995 when Kim was the leader of the
opposition party. He consistently participated in various events,
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seminars, and National Assembly gatherings organized by the
NGOs to respond to their requests, notably his first official cere-
mony after his inauguration in 1998 when he took part in the civil
society organizations’ New Year ceremony (Hong 2008). Both
Kim Dae-jung’s and Roh Moo-hyun’s administrations engaged
with the NGOs as cooperative partners for inter-Korean exchange
and cooperation, providing an official channel to deliver supplies
to North Korea. As shown in Table 3, the government resumed
large-scale food aid that had been constantly demanded by NGOs
since 1995.6 The positive response was also partly a matter of self-
interest, since both administrations recognized that the NGOs
could help disseminate their political agenda. 

The cooperative partnership between the Kim and Roh admin-
istrations and the NGOs for aid to North Korea meant that the gov-
ernment actively accepted the NGOs’ constant requests to improve
institutional measures. The NGOs consistently pressured the gov-
ernment to abolish restrictive regulations—pressure that was finally
accepted because of the Kim and Roh administrations’ cooperative
relationship with the NGOs (KSM 1999; NGO Council 2005). The
founding of the Civil-Public Council for Policies on Aid to North
Korea between the NGO Council and the government on Septem-
ber 1, 2004, was the first institutional mechanism for this coopera-
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Table 2  NGOs for Aid to North Korea, 1998–2007

1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007

NGOs approved — 9 13
by the Ministry  (94)b (24)c (16)c 19 25 31 33 54 65 77
of Unificationa

NGO Council for — 20 20 21 28 31 39 42 51 58
Cooperation with 
North Korea

Source: Lee (2005).
Notes: a. NGOs approved by the Ministry of Unification to provide direct support to

North Korea following the Kim Dae-jung administration’s action to diversify the channel
of aid to North Korea in 1999. 

b. Number of NGOs that participated in the Famine 24 event to help North Korea. 
c. Number of NGOs that participated in aid to North Korea without a direct channel.
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tive partnership. Changes in regulations were also critical: in 2006,
an increase from 2 percent to 15 percent of expenditures of raised
funds allowed for organizational administration under the Donation
Restriction Act in 1999, and enactment of the Non-Profit Civil
Organization Support Act to support the administrative expenses of
NGOs in 2000. These new regulations, among other actions speci-
fied in Table 4, laid the foundation for the further development not
only of NGOs for aid to North Korea but of all civil society organ-
izations in South Korea (NGO Council 2005). 

The NGO activities in relation to research and civil education
as part of campaigns to provide aid to North Korea also made
meaningful progress in terms of building a partnership between
NGOs and the government. Civil education and advocacy that tar-
geted changes in government policy contributed to forming a
favorable public opinion toward North Korea that eased the imple-
mentation of state policies. South Korean civil society generally
had an antagonistic attitude toward the DPRK before North
Korea’s food crisis. North Korea detained South Korean crews that
delivered 150,000 tons of food assistance during the Kim Young-
sam administration in 1995, exacerbating South Koreans’ hostility
(Baek 1999). Nevertheless, the NGOs for aid to North Korea tried
to ameliorate this situation, framing aid as part of a reunification
movement and appealing for universal humanitarianism. 

To highlight the harshness of North Korea’s economic crisis
from a humanitarian perspective, these NGOs issued consecu-
tive reports on the inevitability of North Korea’s economic col-
lapse7 and the humanitarian impact of food shortages based on
research using refugee interviews. These reports were dissemi-
nated across civil society through newsletters, the media, street
campaigns, civil education, and college lectures, among other
channels (Kim 2000). 

NGOs for aid to North Korea contributed to the formation of
a favorable domestic environment for the implementation of Kim
Dae-jung’s engagement (Sunshine) policy. At the beginning of the
Kim administration in 1998 and 1999, many in South Korean civil
society were concerned about the effectiveness of the new policy,
as the DPRK responded aggressively to it. A series of military
provocations in 1998 and 1999 were significant enough to under-
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mine the engagement policy environment (Lee 2007), but NGO
support of the new policy was important since it came at a time
when the administration’s political influence over civil society was
weak and when trust between South and North Korea was not yet
established (Hong 2007; Joo 2008). After an initial trust-building

Kyungyon Moon 285

Table 4  Institutional Changes Favorable to Aid to North Korea, 
1998–2006

March 18, 1998 Action to activate civil aid to North Korea:
• Allowed visit to North Korea to discuss aid and 
for monitoring 
• Allowed aid to North Korea through cooperative 
programs 
• Allowed sponsorships and events for the press and 
individual companies 

April 25, 1998 Allowed fund-raising for North Korea through the 
Automatic Response System 

May 28, 1998 North Korean Children Rescue Medical Aid
Headquarters’ lawsuit against the Donation 
Restriction Act for violation of the constitution 
• The Constitutional Court judged that Article 4, 
which limits fund-raising to certain purposes such 
as international rescue, is unconstitutional 

January 18, 1999 Amended the Donation Restriction Act 
• Allowed the use of up to 2 percent of raised funds 
for administrative expenses

February 10, 1999 Action to diversify the civil channel for aid to 
North Korea 

October 27, 1999 Inter-Korean cooperation funds for NGOs humanitarian
aid to North Korea

April 13, 2000 Adoption of Non-Profit Civil Organization Support Act
• Tax deductions, postal aid, and subsidiaries for 
nonprofit civil organizations

September 1, 2004 Foundation of Civil-Public Council for Policies on 
Aid to North Korea

March 24, 2006 Amended the Donation Restriction Act 
• Changed name to the Act on Collection and Use 
of Donations

• Increased 2 percent of raised funds for administrative 
expenses to 15 percent 

Source: NGO Council for Cooperation (2005, 67). 
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period, the Kim administration was able to hold inter-Korean
summit talks with North Korea in 2000, creating the momentum
that catalyzed inter-Korean exchange and cooperation by govern-
ment and NGOs. 

In addition to studies on North Korea’s food shortage and its
impact, NGO aid organizations expanded communication with the
international community to promote discussion of aid to North
Korea among South Korean civil society and the government.8
South Korean civil society had focused on economic development
and democracy since the Korean War, but the NGOs’ nationwide
movement helped to expose society to wider issues such as
humanitarianism, sharing, famine and poverty, and international
cooperation. Consequently, South Korean civil society and the
government took greater interest in poverty around the globe and
the role of international efforts to ameliorate it. 

As inter-Korean exchange and cooperation were blocked
again during the Lee Myung-bak administration from 2008 on, the
government and civil society naturally turned their interest from
famine in North Korea to international cooperation on famine in
other developing countries. Under the Lee administration (2008–
2012), NGOs for international development cooperation emerged
as new actors in civil campaigns, whereas the relationship between
the NGOs for aid to North Korea and the government began to
rupture (NGO Council 2005). 

Stagnation of NGO Activities: 2008–2012

The negative change in inter-Korean relations was the root cause of
the distant relationship between the NGOs for aid to North Korea
and the South Korean government under Lee Myung-bak.9 How-
ever, we must also consider whether the strategies of NGOs for aid
to North Korea had limitations during the favorable environment
from 1998 to 2007, as well as the response of NGOs during the Lee
administration thereafter. By understanding the nature of the stagna-
tion, the NGOs may be better able to develop a sustainable influence
on government aid policy toward North Korea.

First of all, the activities of NGOs can hardly be sustainable if
they do not observe principles of transparency and accountability
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(Adeh 2004). Monitoring and evaluation of aid must provide feed-
back to donor countries to assure them that aid paid for with tax
revenues has been duly used for the intended target and goals.
Failure to satisfy accountability and transparency standards in
one’s operational and organizational management will render an
NGO’s activities unsustainable, because taxpayers in donor coun-
tries lose willingness to support aid when they cannot see its
effectiveness (Wils 1996).

NGOs in South Korea did not adequately monitor or evaluate
aid to North Korea during the Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun
administrations, although this was attributable to North Korea’s
strong resistance to aid monitoring. As shown in Table 5, the Kim
and Roh administrations conducted a minimum level of monitoring
that was not enough to convince South Korean civil society and
the political opposition that the ROK government’s assistance was
delivered to the intended target groups in North Korea. Faced with
North Korea’s disapproval and resistance, NGOs also failed to
secure transparency in their aid distribution and relief operations. 

NGOs as well as the South Korean government thereby failed
to prove that their aid contributed to the improvement of people’s
lives in North Korea. When the Lee Myung-bak administration,
which was very skeptical of the effectiveness of aid to the DPRK,
took office in 2008, the NGOs’ failure to demonstrate accounta-
bility or transparency in the management of their aid operations
led to restrictions on their operations in North Korea. 

Second, advocacy based on issue-specific expertise is a key
function for most NGOs in their relationship with government and
civil society. For this reason, the influence of NGOs on govern-
ment and civil society might weaken when advocacy activities are
not performed properly. In the case of NGOs that focus on a single
issue, information is readily accessible to them via field-oriented
programs and direct execution of tasks (Stoddard 2006). As they
can suggest or criticize government policies with their accessibil-
ity to information, they can forge constructive partnerships with
the government and put pressure on them to act in a way they see
as preferable. 

However, the advocacy role of NGOs for aid to North Korea
was significantly reduced as the Kim and Roh administrations
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actively engaged in inter-Korean exchange and cooperation, in
particular by providing large-scale aid to North Korea using bilat-
eral and NGO channels. Given this favorable environment for
relief and development operations in North Korea, the NGOs’
major role was as a channel of relief and development aid to
North Korea, not as advocates to persuade the government and
civil society (see Tables 3 and 6). The exclusive focus on service
delivery made it difficult for NGOs to resume the role of advo-
cacy when the conservative Lee Myung-bak administration gained
power and opposed the provision of aid to North Korea. 

Third, many international NGOs in developed countries
gain a global reputation by promoting notable activities with
an independent and stable financial structure. In fact, many
NGOs in Northern Europe rely on government subsidies to a
significant extent. But a critical issue is whether NGOs maintain
their autonomy while receiving government funding. Therefore,
experts frequently recommend diversifying funding arrange-
ments and creating a financing mechanism that ensures the
autonomy of NGO activity (Baitenmann 1990; Clark 1995;
Fisher 1993; James 1989).

NGOs for aid to North Korea received assistance from the
Inter-Korean Cooperation Fund from 2000. The Non-Profit Civil
Organization Support Act of 2000 provided tax deductions, postal
aid, and subsidies for a better work environment for NGOs.
However, these institutional and policy improvements in relation
to funding were not adequate to provide stable and sufficient
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Table 6  South Korean NGOs Approved by the ROK Government as Social 
and Cultural Cooperation Project Providers to North Korea

1991–
2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Number
of NGOs 29 5 12 14 47 25 19 1 — 1 1 0
approved

Sources: Data between 1991 and 2008 from Lee and Heo (2009) and others from the website of
the Ministry of Unification. 
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resources for NGOs to carry out their activities in North Korea.
With regard to the government’s Inter-Korean Cooperation
Fund,10 NGOs could not ensure financial stability and plan for
long-term projects as they could not predict future project areas or
the scale of government financial support. Given the underdevel-
opment of the government funding mechanism for NGOs as well
as the immaturity of the philanthropic culture in South Korean
civil society, NGOs for aid to North Korea could not be free from
the influence of funding entities, especially the government,
which directly determined which NGO operations would receive
financial support based on its own policies and preferences. These
limitations caused financial hardships for NGOs, especially dur-
ing the Lee Myung-bak presidency when aid to North Korea was
fully suspended. With weak funding leading to poor working con-
ditions and low salaries, NGOs and their activists could hardly be
expected to be effective advocates on aid to the North. 

In sum, the failure to resolve the problems and limitations
identified in the process of providing aid to North Korea deprived
the NGOs of accountability in their role as advocates to the gov-
ernment and civil society. Actually, most of them had no prior
experience in relief and development activities. However, their
efforts to improve policies and practices were limited to a few
consultations that led to the adoption of a Civil-Public Manual on
Urgent Rescue Activities for North Korea in 2005, a Code of Con-
duct in 2006, and a Workshop for Evaluation of Humanitarian Aid
to North Korea and Development Strategies of NGO Council for
Cooperation with North Korea in 2009 (National Archives of
Korea 2013). 

NGOs further suffered from the aftermath of North Korea’s
nuclear test in 2006, which aid groups failed to counteract effec-
tively. In the negative operational environment that has prevailed
since then, conservative groups in South Korean civil society
have damaged the credibility of NGOs for aid to North Korea,
criticizing their efforts to win government subsidies for North
Korea programs, their inefficient use of funds, and the lack of
transparency in aid operations. NGOs’ inability to resolve these
limitations and problems is a major reason for their declining
influence on government aid policy to North Korea since 2008.11
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Conclusion 

My study examines the experiences of NGOs that aid North Korea
to illuminate the sustainability of NGO influence on ROK govern-
ment policymaking. Sustainability depends on the government and
civil society being mutually supportive and reliant on each other to
achieve a democratic welfare state. To form sustainable NGO influ-
ence, the government needs to provide an institutional mechanism
and financial support for the activities and sound development of
NGOs, and NGOs need to consistently adhere to the principles of
transparency and accountability. 

Specifically, my study identified three principles for the
accomplishment of sustainable NGO influence on government
policymaking, starting with achieving accountability and trans-
parency in operations and organizational management. While
NGOs for aid to North Korea contributed to the political rap-
prochement between the two Koreas, they failed to satisfy in
accountability that was demanded by the South Korean govern-
ment and civil society. Eventually they lost the trust of key
stakeholders, making it difficult for them to maintain their influ-
ence on government. 

Second, research and civil education by NGOs are important
tools for their maintaining influence on government. However,
NGOs for aid to North Korea began to neglect this function with
the rapid increase in relief and development operations from 2000
to 2007. This neglect consequently limited their capacity to pro-
vide substantial evidence and persuasive arguments to confront
the conservative opposition or win the support of civil society
during the Lee Myung-bak administration. Moreover, advocacy
activities exploiting research and civil education are an important
factor for NGOs to secure leverage with the government. With the
provision of the Inter-Korean Cooperation Fund and the diversi-
fication of channels for aid to North Korea in 2000, the NGOs and
the NGO Council focused more on their roles as service providers
than as civil advocates. The later decline in NGO leverage in rela-
tion to the government and civil society resulting from the neglect
of their advocacy role shows that NGO advocacy should consis-
tently be considered an integral part of all their activities. 
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Third, NGOs must establish a stable financial mechanism to
serve as an equal counterpart to the government, not as subordinate
partners. The most commonly suggested solutions, such as secur-
ing financial independence and stability through the diversification
of their funding arrangements, requires sustainable NGO influence
on government policymaking. However, South Korean NGOs for
aid to North Korea failed to establish reliable and diversified fund-
ing sources, admittedly a difficult chore inasmuch as a lack of
resources is often an intrinsic characteristic of nongovernmental
organizations. Governments must improve financial support mech-
anisms for NGOs to promote the partnership between government
and civil society. 

Notes

Kyungyon Moon is assistant professor of Jimmy Carter School of Interna-
tional Studies at Chonbuk National University, Korea. He was formerly an
associate research fellow at the Research Institute for North Korea and
Northeast Asia Development of the Export-Import Bank of Korea. He can be
reached at mohandas78@hotmail.com. This work was supported by the
National Research Foundation of Korea Grant funded by the Korean gov-
ernment (NRF-2013S1A3A2043565).

1. Until 1998, the Kim Young-sam administration did not approve fund-
raising activities that were held in public spaces.

2. The NGO support system includes subsidies for NGO activities and
organizational management, tax deductions, and postal service assistance
programs.

3. For example, World Vision, an international aid organization, com-
bines international rescue activities with various campaigns and advocacy
activities to raise civil society’s awareness of international aid programs, and
conducts ongoing research and civil education programs to gain expertise. 

4. The reports are at Good Friends (1998a, 1998b, 1998c).
5. This can be attributed to political risk highlighted by events such as

the detention of South Koreans in North Korea on suspicion of taking pho-
tos for espionage purposes, which the Kim Young-sam administration expe-
rienced after donating 150,000 tons of rice in 1995 (Baek 1999). 

6. The need for aid to North Korea through a civil channel and the
demands for government aid to North Korea on a larger scale were also dis-
cussed in the presidential candidate discussion jointly organized by the
Korea Sharing Movement in 1997. At that time, the Korea Sharing Move-
ment demanded in the keynote speech that the presidential candidates adopt
these two requests as policies after the presidential election, and the candi-
dates showed positive responses to the request. 
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7. The NGOs for aid to North Korea emphasized that the economic
downturn in North Korea was attributable to changes in diplomatic relations
between North Korea and its key partners, China and the Soviet Union, in
the early 1990s.

8. NGOs for aid to North Korea made aid an issue of international con-
sequence. They consistently organized international conferences on aid to
North Korea, starting with the International Conference on Food Shortage in
North Korea in 1997. By doing so, they sought to encourage the interna-
tional community to put external pressure on the South Korean government
(Moon 2012).

9. It is undeniable that the change in inter-Korean relations since the
Lee Myung-bak administration directly influenced the stagnation of the
activities of NGOs for aid to North Korea. My study acknowledges this
essential limitation and critically examines the weak NGO–Lee Myung-bak
administration partnership. I raise this topic in order to discuss its implica-
tions for the theoretical background of the government–civil society part-
nership mentioned earlier in my study. 

10. The South Korean government provided approximately 322.7 billion
won to nonprofit civil organizations in 2010 (Cho 2011).

11. Recognizing this issue and with the intention to restrain the NGOs for
aid to North Korea, the Lee Myung-bak administration audited the NGOs for
aid to North Korea upon inauguration (Unification News 2008).
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