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MISSION

Working with the North Korean 
people to achieve their freedom

VISION

Liberty in North Korea. Freedom 
for every man, woman, and child



The Work We’re
Accomplishing

Helping North Korean refugees successfully escape 
through secret rescue routes

Working to support the success of resettled
North Korean refugees

Focusing on the stories of the North Korean people
and mobilizing international support

Rescuing Refugees

Empowering Free North Koreans

Changing The Narrative
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2019 Highlights 5.8million+ reached with the stories 
of the North Korean people

222

150
1

people rescued through
our secret rescue routes

resettled North Korean refugees 
supported and empowered

new model for our post-resettlement 
work in South Korea



Challenges in 2019



public execution
sites identified in 
North Korea*
North Korea continues to be one of the 
greatest challenges facing humanity today. 
The regime brutally represses the North 
Korean people through torture, forced labor, 
and public execution.

318
Ranked 179 out of 180
countries in World Press 
Freedom Index in 2019***

Ranked 180 out of 180
countries for economic 
freedom in 2019****

*According to a report published in 2019 by the Transitional Justice Working Group
**From the 2019 report ‘Digital Trenches North Korea’s Information Counter-Offensive’ published by The Committee For Human 
Rights in North Korea
***According to Reporters Without Borders’ Annual Index
****According to the Heritage Foundation’s 2019 Index of Economic Freedom

“Increasingly, the regime is turning to digital 
tools to fight modern technology, including 
subverting open technology, such as Android, 
to serve its means. Parallel to the new digital 
fight, North Korea continues to condition its 
citizens’ minds with a centrally-controlled and 
programmed diet of propaganda.”**

“In my hometown, there was no future for our 
children. Only those who receive money from 
family in South Korea or China live well and 
don’t go hungry. Those without family outside 
of North Korea can’t help but live poorly.”

– Myeong Hoon, escaped in 2019

The regime tightly controls information and prohibits 
any freedom of speech or press. They have also adopted 
technologies to maintain nearly complete control over the 
country’s intranet and mobile phone networks.

North Korea remains one of the most closed and isolated 
countries in the world. The regime controls nearly every aspect 
of the economy which has left millions of ordinary North 
Koreans living in enforced poverty.



This was the lowest number of
refugees to resettle in nearly 20 years.

*according to the Republic of Korea’s Ministry of Unification

1047North Korean 
refugees in total 
reached South
Korea in 2019*

0

500

1000

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

1500

2000

2500

3000



Why are fewer 
North Korean 
refugees reaching 
South Korea?
Heightened security along the North Korean-Chinese border is 
making it more dangerous for North Korean refugees to safely 
cross into China.

“The authorities are using the 
monetary rewards to encourage 
local residents to monitor each 
other’s activities on top of the 
already heavy surveillance the 
state conducts in the region.”

– Daily NK, 2019

China

North Korea

Increased surveillance and 
targeted crackdowns

“Some of the newly-installed [Chinese] fences have been 
electrified, raising concerns about the safety of defectors 
crossing the border. Many would-be defectors may pass 
through the North Korean fences only to be stopped in Chinese 
territory by these new electrified ones.” – Daily NK, 2019 

Targeted crackdowns on networks and refugee safe houses 
throughout China are disrupting established rescue routes.

“It is not clear whether this is part of a larger crackdown 
by China, but activists say the raids have disrupted parts of 
the informal network of brokers, charities, and middlemen 
who have been dubbed the North Korean “Underground 
Railroad”.” – Reuters, 2019

Increased surveillance across China makes traveling through 
the country undetected difficult for refugees. If caught, they can 
be arrested and repatriated back to North Korea.



Our Work in 2019



people rescued 
through our secret 
rescue routes in 2019

~3,000 milesDespite the challenges in China, our secret 
rescue routes helped North Korean refugees 
reach freedom without cost or condition. 

China

Southeast Asia

*North Korean mothers who give birth in China (usually after being trafficked or forcibly sold into marriages) should not have to 
choose between their freedom and their children. We are committed to helping North Korean refugees escape with their children.
**This number is self-reported, the actual number is likely higher.
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206

16

North Korean refugees

children born in China
to North Korean mothers*

North Korea

South Korea

158

48

16

67

53

females

males

minors

rescued with family

women trafficked or
sold as brides in China**



days spent hiding
in the mountains
After escaping China, North Korean 
refugees must trek through the dense jungles 
of Southeast Asia to reach safety. LiNK’s 
Field Team races to the pick-up zone to meet 
refugees at this final stage of their journey.

3 “Our field team was trying to find a group of North Korean 
refugees who had been hiding in the mountains for 3 days. We 
drove for hours in the dead of night, desperate to find them. If 
the authorities found them first they could have been arrested 
and ultimately repatriated to North Korea.

Over a burner phone, one of the refugees whispered, ‘We’re 
in the middle of the mountains. I can’t see anything. We’re 
completely lost.’ His voice was shaking. There was no way we 
could pinpoint the group’s location and their phone battery 
was running low. The sun was starting to rise and it was too 
dangerous to search for them during the day. 

We had no choice but to try again the next night. Before I hung 
up, I told them, ‘Please don’t lose hope and hang in there for 
one more day. We will do whatever we can to find you’.

We knew that next night would be our last chance to find them. 
I had called the group and told them to put a shirt on the road 
next to where they were hiding. 

We drove down jungle roads the next night looking for them. 
Finally, we turned a corner and there was a shirt hanging next 
to the road! I got out and told them to come out of the jungle. 
A group of North Korean refugees emerged covered in mud. 

We pulled them into the rescue car and sped out of the area. 
On the way to the safe house, one of the women grabbed 
my hand and with tears flowing down her cheeks she said, ‘I 
thought nobody would come to help us. We were in the middle 
of nowhere and we were losing hope. But you cared about us 
and came to save our lives.’ ”

– Grace Kim, LiNK Field Coordinator

Story from the field

“I thought nobody would 
come to help us. We were in 
the middle of nowhere and 
we were losing hope. But you 
cared about us and came to 
save our lives.”

– North Korean refugee rescued by LiNK



resettled North 
Korean refugees 
supported and 
empowered in 2019
through orientations, community events, 
workshops, and one-on-one support.We’re 
helping North Korean refugees in South 
Korea succeed in their new lives through 
fostering empowerment and community.

76

49

17

3

newly arrived North Korean 
refugees connected with 
LiNK’s resettlement team.

welcome visits by our team
introduced resettled North Koreans to resources and 
information that would benefit them in their new lives.

1 North Korean refugee even opened her own tailoring 
shop just 5 months after resettling! 

brought North Korean refugees together to build 
relationships and community.

refugees started full-time jobs 
or founded businesses!

community gatherings

150
“I appreciate all the support
and encouragement from LiNK 
staff and the people around the 
world who are a part of this 
movement. I will succeed in this 
new society by remembering all 
the love you’ve given me!”

– Jeong Geum, resettled North Korean refugee



Many people are eager to pursue educational 
opportunities – something that might not have 
been possible in North Korea because of their 
family’s political or economic background.

North Korean 
refugees who 
resettled in 2019 
have already started 
school full-time!

13

Hee Hyun didn’t know what university to 
attend when she arrived in South Korea. 
Our team joined her on her college tours 
and gave her practical advice about how to 
navigate the admissions process. Now she’s 
studying at one of Seoul’s best universities!

When I realized how little I knew about 
college, I was anxious and worried. But 
LiNK’s team always reached out first and 
offered to help.

I chose to study Business Administration 
because I thought it would be a good fit 
for my interests. I don’t know exactly what 
I want to do with my major but I’d like to 
experience different classes before deciding. 

Now that the school year has actually 
started, every day is a mixture of fear and 
excitement. I have one class that’s in English 
and I want to cry because I don’t understand 
what the professor is saying. But when I turn 
in assignments for that class I feel like I’ve 
accomplished something!  

I am so thankful for LiNK! It’s reassuring to 
know that whenever I need help, they will 
always be there for me.”

– Hee Hyun, resettled in 2019

“Last year I came to South
Korea. This year I am starting 
college for the first time!



North Koreans often make the difficult 
decision to escape on their own and are 
separated from their loved ones without 
knowing if they will ever be reunited. 

North Korean 
refugees reunited 
with family members 
in freedom in 2019! 

151 “I was born in North Korea and lived there 
for more than 50 years. I left my hometown 
where my family had lived for generations 
because I wanted freedom. My journey was 
not easy. I faced a lot of life-or-death moments 
while escaping from North Korea and 
traveling through China.

I was so overwhelmed with happiness and joy 
to be able to see her again, and soon after I 
arrived she gave birth to my new grandson. 
He is so lovely and adorable! Every time I 
see my daughter and my grandson I realize 
that I made the right decision coming to South 
Korea.

Thanks to your support, I am proud to be 
a member of this free society and I will do 
my best to enjoy my new life here. I will do 
anything I can to support the work LiNK is 
doing for the North Korean people.” 
 
– Myeong Kwon, rescued by LiNK in 2019

Thanks to LiNK’s team, I made it 
safely to South Korea and finally 
reunited with my daughter for 
the first time in 10 years.



Resettled refugees play a critical role as 
agents of change on this issue. Approximately 
50% reconnect with their home communities 
through illegal Chinese mobile phones and 
broker networks that smuggle resources and 
money into North Korea.

sent into North Korea 
in 2019 by refugees 
rescued by LiNK 

600000
$

+

,

On average, refugees send $1,000-$2,000 a year to their 
families inside North Korea. This money represents huge 
spending power in the North Korean markets, not only 
covering basic needs and bribe money to secure a family’s 
well-being, but also can be used as seed money for private 
entrepreneurship. 

North Koreans who receive the money begin to see that 
South Korea is more prosperous, which erodes the regime’s 
propaganda efforts. Money and information coming into North 
Korea from resettled refugees helps to positively accelerate 
marketization and information flows into the country.

Because there is a significant niche market for these broker services, this has become a reliable and quick process. Since remittance 
brokers in North Korea’s border regions can use phone banking with their Chinese bank accounts, remittances now can sometimes 
be completed within a matter of minutes.

1 

3 

4 

2 
1  A resettled North Korean refugee in South Korea wires 
money to a Chinese bank account.

4  After confirming the funds have arrived the broker dispenses 
money to the resettled North Korean’s family using money they 
already have inside the country.

3  The broker confirms that the funds have arrived in the 
Chinese bank account.

2  After wiring the money, they call a broker inside North 
Korea. The broker is typically close to the Chinese border and 
can pick up cell service using a smuggled Chinese cell phone.

How refugees send money
back to North Korea

North Korea

South Korea

China



A New Pilot Program
North Korean refugees risk their lives to reach freedom. But 
resettling in South Korea is just the beginning. 

Imagine getting into a time machine and going 60 years
into the future. That’s what North Korean refugees say it’s like 
to arrive in South Korea. Learning how to use the internet, 
an ATM, or ride the subway are challenges that show just 
how much they must adapt to in their new lives. Larger 
challenges, like finding a stable job, deciding what to study, 
or building community, are even more stressful.

On top of these stresses, North Koreans have escaped 
from the world’s most repressive country and many are 
coping with trauma from their past. Experiences like leaving 
loved ones behind, witnessing and experiencing torture, 
and surviving sexual assault make it even more difficult for 
resettled refugees to overcome challenges and thrive in 
freedom.

The South Korean government and other programs provide 
for many immediate needs upon resettlement, such as 
housing, job training, and stipends to help them get on 
their feet. But there is still a need for a holistic program 
that empowers North Korean refugees with the skills and 
mindset to face new challenges in resettlement in light of their 
traumatic experiences.

Our one-year pilot program equips resettled North Koreans 
to achieve success by developing their self-efficacy: a belief

that they can succeed, which empowers them to achieve their 
immediate and long-term goals. This is crucial to overcoming 
both the initial challenges of resettlement and their traumatic 
stress, ultimately empowering them to be more resilient in the 
years to come.

To develop self-efficacy we’re:

1  Connecting newly arrived North Koreans with role 
models – previously resettled North Korean refugees 
who understand their challenges first-hand and give 
them advice and encouragement on coping with stress 
and trauma. 

2  Facilitating workshops that develop problem-solving 
and goal setting skills. Then helping individuals achieve 
those goals to build confidence before setting bigger 
goals. 

3  Hosting opportunities for resettled North Koreans to 
volunteer in their communities and develop a positive 
sense of identity that they can contribute to their new 
society. 

4  Growing a community of resettled North and South 
Koreans that can provide mutual support and a sense 
of belonging.

We look forward to sharing the impact of this pilot program! Working together with South Korean volunteers to restore low-income neighborhoods in Seoul.



The LiNK Advocacy Fellowship trains and 
equips the next generation of North Korean 
advocates, storytellers, and leaders on this 
issue.

new LiNK Advocacy 
Fellows shared 
their stories and 
advocated for 
the North Korean 
people 

4
“I learned the true value 
of working together. Our 
involvement will all look different 
but our responsibility to speak 
out, as people living in freedom, 
will continue.”

– Joy Kim, LiNK Advocacy Fellow,
reached freedom through LiNK’s rescue route



Meet The 2019 Fellows

Joy escaped North Korea when she was 18 years old. But after 
reaching China, she was sold as a bride to an older Chinese 
farmer. In 2013, Joy reached freedom through LiNK’s network. 
Now she is a university student studying social work. Joy wants 
to dedicate her life to helping multicultural families in South 
Korea and raising awareness about the trafficking of North 
Korean women in China.

Joy Kim

Ilhyeok often missed school to help support his family. After his 
father almost died in a North Korean detention center, Ilhyeok’s 
family escaped together and reached freedom in 2011. Now 
he is studying Political Science and Diplomacy at Hankuk 
University of Foreign Studies and wants to work for the United 
Nations one day.

Ilhyeok Kim



Jeongyol was a part of North Korea’s International 
Mathematical Olympiad team and won 4 silver medals. At 
his last competition in Hong Kong, he escaped and sought 
asylum at the South Korean consulate. Jeongyol resettled in 
South Korea in 2016. Now he is studying at Seoul National 
University and wants to continue his advocacy work to 
raise awareness about the North Korean people and their 
challenges. 

Jeongyol Ri

Dasom left North Korea after she was sexually assaulted at 
work and her supervisor went unpunished. After reaching 
China, Dasom narrowly escaped being trafficked and sold as 
a bride. She was rescued by LiNK and reached freedom in 
2014. But when her parents tried to escape to join her, they 
were arrested and sent to a political prison camp. Dasom 
shares her story to raise awareness about the regime’s political 
prison camps in hopes one day her parents will be released.

Dasom Kim



In 2019 the North 
Korean Advocacy 
Fellows

21 events
across the United States

Shared their stories at

2,780+ people
Spoke in front of

Met with influential 
policymakers and celebrities 
to advocate for the North 
Korean people

“You all are among the most 
resilient people I have ever had 
the chance to interact with...
You are strong, capable, and 
fearless. I was inspired to be a 
better advocate in my community 
around North Korean issues.”

– Safesforce Employee



96% 

90%

65%

were inspired to share more 
about the North Korean people

were empowered to 
contribute to this movement

felt more hopeful for the 
future of the Korean peninsula

Of those who 
attended Advocacy 
Fellows’ events:

“This program was an 
opportunity for me to learn about 
my own potential. I’ve changed 
the way people around the world 
look at North Korea and got 
them to join this movement.” 

– Dasom Kim, LiNK Advocacy Fellow

“The former UN Commissioner for Human 
Rights stated that the unsung heroes of every 
human rights case are the individuals that 
shed fear and bring global attention to their 
nation’s offenses. Thank you for shedding fear 
and telling your story to help your country 
and its citizens.”
 
– University of Michigan Student



We work with the international media to 
influence the way North Korea is covered 
-shifting the focus away from just politics and 
bringing attention to the stories of the North 
Korean people.

media citations, 
features, and quotes 
in 2019

95

2018 LiNK Advocacy Fellow Jessie Kim was 
interviewed by BBC and met Angelina Jolie!

Sokeel Park, LiNK’s South Korea 
Country Director, was interviewed
on Comedy Central’s The Jim Jefferies 
Show about North Korea and North 
Korean defectors.

We asked 5 North Koreans what they 
thought about the 2nd Kim-Trump summit, 
their perception of the U.S. while growing 
up, and what they wish the world knew 

about North Korea.

Hannah Song, LiNK’s CEO, and our 
North Korean friends Danbi and Jessie 
were interviewed about beauty and 
freedom in North Korea. The video has 
over 6 million views!
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We mobilize international support for the 
North Korean people by raising awareness 
about the challenges they face and their 
incredible potential.

people reached online 
with stories of the 
North Korean people

A Family Portrait

+5.8million
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The Escape

The Escape retraced the journey Jessie Kim took to reach 
freedom. The series has been viewed over 60,000 times 
(and counting)!

A Family Portrait highlighted one of the hardest challenges 
North Korean refugees face after they escape North Korea: 
being separated from family. 

The video was shared over 17,000 times across all social 
media channels, with some help from our friends in the BTS 
Army, and was even shared by the former US Ambassador 
to the United Nations, Samantha Power.



Rescue Teams and fundraisers raise 
awareness and change the narrative on
North Korea in their local communities, and 
rally their friends, families, and schools to 
raise funds to rescue North Korean refugees.

Rescue Teams in 16 
countries and 455 
fundraisers raised 
the funds to rescue 
21 North Korean 
refugees!

123

The UCLA Rescue Team held a benefit concert for the North 
Korean people bringing dance groups, singers, and rappers 
together in the UCLA community to learn about the North 
Korean issue and raise funds for rescues.



In 2019, Sokeel Park, LiNK’s South Korea 
Country Director, was awarded the Most 
Excellent Order of the British Empire in 
recognition for his work with the North 
Korean people!

incredible honor
for the movement1

“There are many unknown 
heroes making huge sacrifices 
– sometimes even the ultimate 
sacrifice – for the cause of the 
North Korean people’s freedom, 
far from public recognition and 
sometimes even without their 
family’s knowledge. It is to them 
that I dedicate this honor.”

– Sokeel Park



of your donation 
goes to programs 
that support and 
empower the North 
Korean people
Our long-term partners, and other
like-minded philanthropists/foundations, 
cover our supporting services expenses
so that 100% of all other donations can 
go directly to programs.

100%

*Audited financials were not available at the time of publishing this report.

$3,277,112

$3,793,714

Raised

Invested

$1,181,368$2,612,346

Resources Invested in 2019

Resources Invested in Programs

Invested in Supporting ServicesInvested in Programs

$1,033,439

Refugee Rescues

$377,543

Post-Resettlement Support

$160,203

Research and Strategy

$1,041,161

Changing the Narrative

70%

30%

$3,793,71469% 31%
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U.S. Board of Directors
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Co-founder & CEO, Funraise
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Chief Technology Officer & Head of Quantitative Research, 
Archegos Capital Management

Henry Bedford
Chairman of Southwestern Company

Wonnie Park
Brand Strategist 

Peter Lee
Partner & Co-founder, PJ Tech LLP
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