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Abstract

North Korea’'s Recent Healthcare Strategy and
Directions for Inter—Korean Healthcare Cooperation

LIM, SU JIN
(Institute for National Security Strategy)

This study analyzes the changes and structural limitations of North Korea's healthcare
policy in the context of the 9th Party Congress and the 1st Session of the 15th Supreme
People’s Assembly, and explores mid- to long—term directions for inter-Korean healthcare
cooperation based on this analysis. In recent years, North Korea has positioned healthcare,
alongside education, science, and technology, as a core component of building a “socialist
civilized state.” In this context, the regime has promoted the modernization of hospitals in
Pyongyang and provincial regions, the introduction of standardized pharmacies, and the
reorganization of primary healthcare and public health management systems as key national
policy priorities. These efforts reflect an intention not only to improve residents’ living
conditions but also to reinforce regime legitimacy through visible policy achievements.

Despite these initiatives, North Korea continues to face persistent structural challenges,
including unstable supplies of essential medicines, regional disparities in healthcare
services, and inadequate systems for evaluating the qualifications and expertise of medical
personnel. These limitations have been exacerbated by the economic burden following the
COVID-19 pandemic, ongoing international sanctions, and chronic shortages in financial
and human resources. Consequently, a substantial gap remains between the regime’s
proclaimed vision of a “healthcare revolution” andits actual capacity for policy implementation.
At the same time, North Korea has sought to expand healthcare cooperation with friendly
states such as Russia, China, and Belarus, while also broadening cooperative projects with
international organizations including the WHOQO, in an effort to diversify channels for securing

pharmaceuticals, medical equipment, and healthcare technologies. Nevertheless, the
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sustainability and institutionalization of such cooperation remain constrained by the
international sanctions environment and broader geopolitical uncertainties.

Based on this analysis, the study suggests that a realistic approach to inter—-Korean
healthcare cooperation should focus on the phased development of infectious disease
information—sharing mechanisms and joint quarantine systems in border areas, basic
medical support centered on primary healthcare institutions, capacity—building for medical
personnel, and cooperation on the standardization of health data and disease surveillance
systems. In particular, the study emphasizes that establishing joint response frameworks
for both infectious and non-communicable diseases could serve as a significant area of
cooperation for enhancing health security and public health stability across the Korean

Peninsula.

Keywords: healthcare revolution, healthcare, inter—Korean cooperation, hospitalmodernization,

standardized pharmacies, health insurance fund
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