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INVITATION TO TRAVEL



Welcome to North Korea!

Welcome to North Korea, which is may be the only country in the world to be as secret and cloistered and which is an exceptional survival of Communist totalitarianism. Visiting North Korea is equivalent to discovering a world that evolves under the gaze of gigantic propaganda mosaics and that wakes up every morning to the sound of a melancholy melody composed by Kim Jong-Il in memory of the great leader Kim Il-Sung and which is broadcast through the cities by speakers. For a few days you will live in a world where one never knows if one is being listened to or monitored or whether this world where one is obliged to follow his guide and where no place is left to improvisation, is a legend or not.

In North Korea you will also discover untapped cultural wealth. The Kaesong region is covered by remnants of the Koryo and middle ages, while the demilitarized zone separating North Korea from the South is an example of diplomatic quirks. It is also the country of the Juche philosophy which is theoretically perfect and which is partly responsible for the current situation of the country... It is also an opportunity to participate in a mass show where more than 100 000 dancers are staged, to see a military parade or to spend a moment in one of the few areas of the world where at night, from space, no light can be seen.

Therefore, enjoy your visit in this country where visitors arrive with his prejudices, where they do not understand much of what is going on, where they see everything with their Western eyes instead of adopting the vision of the locals who have always lived cloistered on their peninsula without interaction, with their own philosophy and where the hierarchy has always been very important. You will go back to your country with a new and unconventional vision but without answers to this famous question: why?

The editorial team.




What about this guide?

It is not easy for this guide, in paper format, to be introduced in North Korea: indeed, any paper literature that would present things in a way that is not congruent to the doctrine of the political regime is not accepted. The more adventurous will be able to negotiate with the soldiers who search the luggage upon arrival on North Korean territory, but it may be wiser to use it to prepare your trip instead of using it to guide you during your visit on site. The digital version, however, can be downloaded on a phone or tablet and is easier to use once in North Korea.






Assets of North Korea


[image: ]

PYONGYANG 평양  - Banks of Taedong River.

© Hugues de Zélicourt
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A unique destination

North Korea arouses the curiosity of adventurers who are in search of thrills and unplanned events. Thrills because even if you know what you are looking for in that country -at random and in disorder: the survival of a totalitarian Communist State, the excessive surveillance, the mark of a stay that almost nobody does realize, etc. - It is indeed very difficult to know in advance what will be the outcome. Once you are there, it is indeed your vision and your a priori that will change, both positively and negatively. As, though this country is quite unknown to the general public, it is indeed a star for the media! Thus, far from being a foil, the negative media reports on some destinations, including North Korea, also increase the travellers ' willingness to go there and have their own opinion, and the North Korean regime is as such certainly one of the most attractive destinations for some adventurers.
This is the case for example of Andrew Swearingen, a Danish language student in Oxford, who confesses to have travelled to North Korea in 2005 by "morbid curiosity", justifying his journey by the fact that "North Korea must be one of the most totalitarian regimes of the world. It is the first Communist dynasty in the world. I wanted to see it with my own eyes. "
 North Korea is, in this respect, a condensed contradiction between increased security for tourists (the regime having no interest in depriving themselves of the financial Mann they represent) and a total change of scenery. It’s a bit like being a goldfish in a golden jar.

Meet the inhabitants of the "Hermit Kingdom"

Visiting North Korea is of course a curiosity about a regime that has no equivalent in the 21st century. It is also and perhaps above all, going to meet the North Korean population, which is quite different from the clichés and popular beliefs. It would be a shame to define this country only for its regime. North Korea has a rich culture, beautiful landscapes and friendly and curious locals. Thus, you will go to have a look at the window of the regime and will come back after getting acquainted with North Korea and its inhabitants. Dominique Auzias, the co-founder of Petit Futé and the one who had decided to create the Publishing House so as to visit all the countries of the world, declared when coming back from a three-week trip to North Korea, without further comment, that when he visited this country he had been twice happy: from his arrival till his departure from the country.

Go and check by yourself

Visiting this country will help you to verify whether what was said in the media was right or not. You will be able to know more about this country and that most information has often been parasitized by popular beliefs. You will also discover that though there is so much to criticize in North Korea, there are also some good surprises. Very few people know that most apartments in Pyongyang have solar panels or that there are beautiful German sedans or American 4x4 in the streets. The media usually talk only about economic sanctions, but not about how some of these countries who are at the origin of the sanctions, sell their merchandise to a company, often Chinese, that will sell it to North Korean buyers and pay back some of the profits. We haven’t being told neither that the majority of the current population is born under this regime, knows only what is said and especially nothing else about the real Korea. Going to North Korea is worth all the documentaries and all the books devoted to this country, provided you know how to really appreciate and value all your discoveries.

Discover North Korea and enjoy your everyday life when you are back in your country

Finally, the real asset of a trip to North Korea is that on returning to Europe, you will appreciate much more the freedom that you enjoy in your country because in Korea it was quite inexistent (obviously North Koreans are not free). It's pretty strange that you can't get out of the hotel at night or that you can't take the bus with the locals... To be free to move freely in one's own country is something obvious for Europeans but not for North Koreans; the North Koreans need to have special permission to be able move in the country.




Travelling to North Korea is possible!

It is not true that North Korea totally refuses to allow foreigners in the country. At least officially. There are no restrictions on travellers, other than reporters, who must have a special visa that is quite difficult to obtain and visas can be obtained on request with embassies. There are even travel agencies that offer tours in North Korea and are presented here. The only constraint is that these tours are scrupulously framed, with the exception of Chinese tourists who enjoy greater freedom, and are not accompanied by a guide-interpreter each time they move.






Data sheet
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Data sheet - Monument to Party Founding: the sickle, the paintbrush and hammer.

© Hugues de Zélicourt
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Money

[image: ] Currency: the North Korean won (KPW).

[image: ] Exchange rate (which can vary greatly): 8,000 won = about 1 €.

[image: ] The main foreign currencies such as the Chinese Yuan, the euro or the US dollar are accepted and change is available easily. Sometimes, if the amount to give back to the customer is too low or the shop does not have enough small notes, a small object (or tea...) is offered as compensation.

[image: ] The main foreign currencies such as the Chinese Yuan, the euro or the US dollar are accepted and change is available easily. Sometimes, if the amount to give back to the customer is too low or the shop does not have enough small notes, a small object (or tea...) is offered as compensation. You can get change at the foreign trade Bank that are present in some hotels or even in some supermarkets. Some establishments say that they accept the Visa card but bank charges may be substantial. It is therefore advisable have enough cash.There is no ATM, so it is necessary to provide cash for on-site expenses. The travel is paid in advance to the agencies; everyone needs to have sufficient sum for his personal expenses (souvenirs, tips of the guides...).



Brief description of North Korea

[image: ] Capital: Pyongyang.

[image: ] Head of state: Kim Jong-un.



[image: ] Nature of the regime: totalitarian and hereditary dictatorship.



[image: ] Area: 120,540 km2.



[image: ] Language: Korean.



[image: ] Religion: Freedom of religion as provided for in the Constitution is theoretical. Officially, in 2000, only 0.2% of the population has a religion.



[image: ] Population: 25,248,140 inhabitants (2017).



[image: ] Population density: 209 inhabitants/km2.



[image: ] GDP: $40 billion (2015).



[image: ] GDP per capita: $1,700/resident in 2015.



[image: ] Unemployment: 4.8% (2017)






North Korean flag


[image: ]

North Korean flag - The North Korean flag




It was adopted by North Korea on 8 September 1948. Before that date, the South Korean flag was in effect throughout the peninsula. The colours of the current flag are the traditional colours of the country, they are found in many other elements such as school uniforms.

[image: ] The Red Star represents the Communist and Socialist values, despite the replacement of the philosophy of Marxism-Leninism with the Juche ideology as the only doctrine guiding the State. Inscribed in a white circle, it forms with it a very often regarded as a representation of the universe, the yin and the yáng (which brings it closer to the flag of South Korea).

[image: ] The Central red band recalls the Communist revolution and evokes socialism

[image: ] The two blue stripes represent the sovereignty, the will of peace and the friendship of the North Koreans towards the revolutionary people around the world.

[image: ] The white stripes symbolise the sovereignty and purity of the country's ideals.







Telephone number

[image: ] It is possible to call outside the country from some upscale hotels but it is expensive: 3 € per minute to China or 8 € per minute to Europe (these prices are those indicated by some tourists and can change according to hotels but also depending on the time. It's better to query before).You can buy a mobile phone on site or bring your own without problems (in this case the prior installation of a VPN can be useful). Any type of phone, including smartphones, can be introduced in the country and you can keep them during the trip to take pictures or make movies... There’s no need to leave your mobile at the border and collect it on the way out.

[image: ] International SIM cards generally do not work in the country, but it is possible to purchase one on-site from KoryoLink for approximately 200 €. The card allows calling only abroad and gives access to 50 MB of data (on the Internet network, not the internal network of the country). Inquire with the guide for the purchase of the SIM card. The only place where a foreign SIM can work is at the DMZ: proximity to South Korea can give access to some networks. This is an opportunity to inform your loved ones that everything is fine. If the North Korean military who monitors the border are not offended, as well as the guide, be careful still!




The walls have ears...

If it is possible to call abroad from the hotels of Pyongyang, it is advisable to be cautious to what you are saying: someone may be discreetly listening to your conversation, so remain serious and do not criticise anything, unless if it is about American imperialism!






Time difference

There are 7 hours of time lag with Europe in summer, 8 hours in winter.

[image: ] Example in summer: 4.00 p.m. in Korea, 9.00 a.m. in Europe.

[image: ] Example in winter: 4.00 p.m. in Korea, 8.00 a.m. in Europe.




Pyongyang's time

On August 15, 2015, to celebrate the 70th anniversary of the country's independence from Japan, Kim Jong-UN decided to introduce "Pyongyang time", pushing North Korea back half an hour compared to Tokyo. It was not until April 2018 that the country decided to re-align itself with South Korea (and therefore on Japanese time) as part of the appeasing of tensions between the two countries.






Formalities

To visit North Korea, the first step is to go to a travel agency. It is not necessary to apply for a visa without having booked a trip with one of these agencies: they are the ones who provide the invitation so as to get the visa.

As a foreigner, a visa is required (some exceptions exist for those who have a Chinese passport).

[image: ] The organising travel agency is responsible for obtaining the visa, which costs 50 € per person. They will need some documents such as photocopies of the passport and a recent passport photograph that will be sent to the North Korean administration for processing the visa.

[image: ] The North Korean visa obtained through a travel agency is a separate document, no stamp or label will be affixed in the Passport so as not disturb future journeys. An American or South Korean visa does not prevent the issuance of the North Korean visa.



Climate


[image: ]

Climate - Meteo Block North Korea



The climate of the country, of a temperate continental type, is an extension of that found in the nearby Siberian maritime province. The cold is freezing during winter due to winds coming from the Northwest, snow falls in abundance. The rivers Tumen and Yalu are ice-bound for nearly half of the year.

Summer, due to the winds coming from the South, is hot, humid and rainy. Monsoon-related rains can be very abundant in some areas and cause severe flooding as in August 2007 or July 2012. In summer and early fall, the country can be affected by typhoons.



Seasonality

The best times to visit the region are spring and autumn. You will enjoy the best weather and the most beautiful landscapes. Winter is also beautiful but very cold, and in summer it is very humid.



Ideas for your stay


[image: ]

Ideas for your stay - Inside the Scientific and Technological Complex (Sci-Tech).

© Hugues de Zélicourt



Accredited travel agencies offer stays ranging from 3/4 days to almost three weeks, with a predefined program. You also have the possibility to organise your trip directly with an Agency (just send them a request, Chinese agencies are more familiar with these requests): this option allows you to personally choose the places that you wish to visit (within the limits of accessible places for tourists and authorisations granted). This is an ideal option for a second stay: the first trip will be used to visit in group the most classic elements of the country, a second private visit, organised directly with an agency allows seeing another aspect of the country like Wonsan or collective farms.

[image: ] You can request adjustments according to the weather or to add a monument during the trip – subject to the agreement of the guides and indirectly from the administration.The schedule can also change arbitrarily and what was planned for that day of the week will be the next day, and vice versa. In any case, some visits remain unavoidable such as the great monuments of Pyongyang (the statues of Kim Jong-UN and Kim Jong-Il at the Grand monument Mansudae for example). You can’t miss those visits.



Short stays

It is quite possible to travel to North Korea for a long weekend if you live in China or in a country in the region. It is more difficult to come only a few days from France especially because of the long trip and jet lag, but it is not impossible. Travel agencies frequently offer in-situ stays of 4 days/3 nights, which must be added to and from China.

[image: ] 4 days / 3 nights: visit of Pyongyang (only the main points of interest and according to the date, the Kumsusuan Sun Palace where are the remains of Kim Il-Sung and Kim Kong-IL), Kaesong and the DMZ. This package usually includes places that all tourists should "imperatively” visit. It is not very representative of the country but still allows to enjoy the atmosphere and to have a first contact with the history of the country and its functioning. It's a good way to start.

[image: ] 5 days / 4 nights: one step in addition to the program of 4 days. According to the packages, a more extensive visit of Pyongyang, the visit of a collective farm in the vicinity... This additional day allows improving the classical trips by visiting another place that are often less frequented by tourists who spend only 4 days in the country. This is ideal for those who have a week's vacation, there is enough time (it's quite a rush but it works) to come from Europe, visit and go home.

[image: ] 8 days / 7 nights: 

Pyongyang, Kaesong, the demilitarized zone, Nampo, Mt. Myohyang and Pyongsong for example. The best: the visit of Pyongyang will be more complete, you can also go to a factory or a brewery for example... The visits outside of Pyongyang are also more numerous, and you can afford to go further.

It should be noted that the trips organised by agencies have some programs that may change according to the seasons but also according to some authorisations (for example it seems that the Palace of the Sun Kumsusan is open to foreigners only on Sundays and some days of celebration). Another point is that the tourists are often aficionados of the country and go there regularly: they thus do not want to make the same visits from one stay to another. As a result, agencies are also regularly changing their programs. All agencies have a website; it is easy to consult the different options which are offered and to compare.



Long stays

For a trip of more than one week (you can find the description in the "short stays" section), there is more or less no offer. It will be necessary to contact a travel agency so as to establish a travel program.

[image: ] It is advisable to pre-establish a group of interested people before contacting the agencies. It is indeed complicated to open a museum (the locals only visit museums very rarely) for one or a few people.

[image: ] Trips organised directly with agencies that are not in classic packages are often more expensive.

[image: ] Apart from cases where Chinese agencies have a privileged contact with North Korea, it is not uncommon for a specific travel request not to be accepted immediately. You must know how to negotiate!



Thematic stays

 Language stay

Some agencies propose to spend three weeks in summer in the North Korean capital to learn the local language. The program is the same every time: lessons in the morning on weekdays, visit of Pyongyang and the surroundings in the afternoon, study in the evening and excursions during weekends.
Courses usually take place at Kim Il-Sung University or Kim Hyong-jik University specializing in foreign languages. According to the years, the authorisations issued by the regime and the programs, the most daring will be able to have the chance to sleep in the dormitories of the universities and to live a real local experience.
 This type of stay is not only an opportunity to learn Korean, but also to be able to spend enough time in the country to explore it deeply. The halls of the University are privileged places to meet local students and their professors and to learn a little more about the country. You can also meet Chinese students who are enrolled in longer-term programs. Some programs include lectures at Kim Il-Sung University on topics like Korean language, traditions and national history... It is a very good opportunity to get acquainted with the local culture and to have a history course that is closer to a North Korean propaganda session than anything else... You need to try it once in your life! 
There is a small detail that you should bear in mind: all the professors are North Koreans, they mastered the basics of English language and often speak fluently Mandarin and/or Russian. For those who do not speak any of these languages, the guides are delighted to help. Each program ends with a diploma graduation and everyone leaves with their certificate. What could be more surprising during an official dinner than to mention the fact that you are a former student of the University of Pyongyang? (It is advisable to plan a recent identity photo for the diploma before leaving; this avoids having to pay €5 to make one on the spot.)

 Stays during festivities
 Several major events which are organised by the North Korean regime are so many opportunities to travel to the country: the marathon, the Arirang festival to the glory of the regime... Many agencies offer complete packages for each of these occasions.

[image: ] The Pyongyang Marathon. Also known as the Mangyongdae Prize International Marathon, the race takes place every year in April in the streets of the North Korean capital. Created in 1981, the event is open to foreign athletes, by invitation only, since 2000 and has been part of the IAAF Road Race Label Events international circuit in the bronze Label category in 2014. The departure and arrival are at the Kim Il-Sung Stadium. Since 2014, foreign amateur competitors are also allowed to participate in the competition. It is advisable to contact a travel agency sufficiently in advance as the number of places can be limited.

[image: ] The Arirang Festival. This festival is an opportunity for visitors to witness a grandiose show to the glory of the regime in the stadium of the First Mai.

[image: ] Celebrations of the First May. This day is celebrated in North Korea in a very specific way: mass shows, mainly dances, are organised in the streets of the city. The population which wear the traditional dress glorify the regime and the Kim family.

[image: ] The Shining Star Day is a national holiday in North Korea. It takes place every 16 February to honour the former leader Kim Jong-Il on the date of her birthday. It is celebrated by a military parade (to which tourists are not allowed to attend), firework, Floralies as well as by the wreath-laying of flowers in front of the Palace of the Sun Kumsusan, where his remains rests. The celebrations programme also includes artistic and sporting performances.

[image: ] The Day of the Sun. It is one of the major North Korean national festivals; it is celebrated every year on April 15, the date of birth of Grand Kim Jong-UN. On this day they rejoice like on the shining star day.

[image: ] The Wonsan Aeronautical Festival.

Wonsan airport hosts this festival which features the North Korean army aircraft and the Air Koryo civil company. This event is an opportunity to see ancient Soviet fighter planes such as Su-25, MiG-21 and MiG-29 as well as Tu-134, Tu-154, an-24, IL-62 and IL-76 from the local airline. The first edition took place in 2016; the second scheduled in 2017 was cancelled for "geopolitical" reasons one month before the scheduled date. Amateurs will monitor travel agency programs to participate in the next edition.



How to go there?



Travel on an organised trip

It is impossible to travel alone in North Korea; organised travel is thus the only solution. Many British, Russian or Chinese agencies offer packages of varied duration (from a weekend to 3 weeks), where once the price paid, apart from the souvenirs and the few extras, there’s nothing else to pay.

It is possible to join a group of tourists but also to contact the agencies for a tailor-made trip, which will certainly cost more. This last option is the most flexible and allows visiting places that are accessible to foreigners but which are not necessarily in the classic packages (a visit of Sinujiu for example).

[image: ] Tip. Chinese agencies often offer slightly more attractive prices. As tourists from China are the most likely to go there, they benefit from cheaper prices. However, it is necessary to be prepared to travel in a group that speaks only Mandarin and to contact the salesmen of these agencies and most of them do not speak English.

[image: ] Travel program. The agencies, for groups, organise everything and establish a program that will be strictly followed. It is however possible to negotiate and ask to change the schedule according to the weather or to make a detour by the shooting range, or a specific restaurant for example (subject to a potential extra cost and the issuance of a possible authorisation by the local government).

[image: ] Price. The prices charged by the travel agencies are relatively similar; the price differences are often due to the quality of the hotel or the size of the group. The rates are calculated according to the duration and the program, for example, for a stay of 4 days the starting price usually revolves around 1 000 euros. For a stay of 24 days, it takes about 2 300 euros for language stays in summer, 4 000 euros for a stay of the same duration consisting only of visits. Prices vary according to the seasons and local celebrations that attract more or less visitors. The websites of the agencies are very detailed and allow consulting the different options for the organised tours. Please note: do not forget that the prices indicated by the agencies do not include the trip between France and the starting point of the organised trip. If you arrive by China, it will be necessary to plan the return journey but also a double entry visa. That is a factor to consider. It will also be necessary to add about 40 euros per night for a single room; groups often stay in double rooms with twin beds.



Specialists




[image: ] ANN – NOSTALASIE – NOSTALATINA[image: ]

19, damesme Street (13e)

Paris (France)

✆ 01 43 13 29 29

www.ann.fr

info@ann.fr

M° Tolbiac or White House



Open from Monday to Saturday from 10.00 a.m. to 1.00 p.m. and from 3.00 p.m. to 6.00 p.m.

As it is said in French, "When we are trapped in Nostalgia..." Well, nostalgia can increase and multiply by two: into Nostalasie and NostaLatina! Nostalasie, as its name implies, is an agency in Asia and NostaLatina is in Latin America. Both are travel agencies which are specializing in real tailor-made travel. This is why they do not provide for fixed or grouped departures. Whether you are an individual traveller or in group, you can choose your departure dates and, in every way, you have a private car, a driver and a guide at your disposal as in the yesteryears! We feel nostalgic about this period! In Chile, Bolivia, Colombia, Peru, on the theme of the Andes in Argentina, in the colourful Indian markets in Ecuador, in the known lands such as Paraguay or Uruguay, in the footsteps of the Maya and other pre-Columbian civilizations in Guatemala and Mexico: and there are much more discoveries in South America that are proposed by NostaLatina! Eviva Nuestra NostaLatina!




Receptives




[image: ] HELLOPYONGYANG

10, rue Soulier du Brabant

France

✆ 07 69 83 58 42

hellopyongyang.fr

contact@hellopyongyang.fr



HelloPyongyang is the first French agency specialized in travel to North Korea. It was founded by real enthusiasts of the country who have had the opportunity to visit it many times in recent years and who are testing the offered itineraries. The agency offers trips in small groups with French-speaking guides, or others, on fixed dates, on the occasion of the many festivities spread throughout the year, as well as tailor-made trips adapted to the dates and wishes of customers. Thanks to its proximity to North Korean tourism organizations, it facilitates the process for visitors who wish to obtain a North Korean visa. HelloPyongyang is here to concoct an ideal stay, balanced between cultural and historical visits, trekking in the mountains, accompanied by a few days at the beach or skiing!





[image: ] JUCHE TRAVEL SERVICES

2A Hight Street, Thames Ditton, KT7 0RY

United Kingdom

✆ +44 7754 670186

www.juchetravelservices.com

info@juchetravelservices.com



It is a serious travel agency that offers group trips throughout the year for varying duration or tailor-made trips. They were the first to offer three-week language trips. Members of the agency speak English.





[image: ] KOREA KONSULT[image: ]

Rödklövervägen 79

HÄSSELBY (Sweden)

✆ +46 73 98 10 372

www.koreakonsult.com

postmaster@koreakonsult.com



Korea Konsult is the largest European tour operator specializing in circuits in North Korea since 2003. Each year it organizes about thirty group trips as well as many individual trips. The Agency proposes both classic trips, "budget", "advanced", but also circuits according to celebrations in the country. Students can benefit from preferential rates. Korea Konsult takes the traveller to rarely visited areas such as in the economic and commercial zone of Rason, or in areas that are difficult to reach such as Mount Paektu. The francophone staffs offer a quality service that allows you to travel in ideal conditions.





[image: ] KORYO TOURS

27 Beisanlitun,

Chaoyang District

PEKIN 北京 (China)

✆ +86 10 6416 7544

koryogroup.com

info@koryogroup.com



This Agency which is based in Beijing offers, like the others, group or tailor-made trips. Since 2018, stays are organized to attend the Mass Games in Pyongyang. Communication is usually done in English or Mandarin.





[image: ] KTG[image: ]

Room 1233, Yamao Building

111 Zhongshan Road, Heping District

SHENYANG 沈阳市 (China)

✆ +86 24 2284 3816

www.north-korea-travel.com/coree-du-nord.html

info@north-korea-travel.com



KTG has been a travel agency in North Korea for many years. It offers quality services at affordable prices, through guided tours in small groups and fully personalized private tours. The agency's members are always on the lookout for new forms of tourism in the country, which is constantly evolving. KTG works directly with Pyongyang and proposes tours in French. Relations with the country's French-speaking guides are excellent: the agency only works with guides who have received the best feedbacks among the hundreds of travellers who visit the DPRK each year with them. KTG believes in responsible tourism and participates in humanitarian projects in North Korea every year.





[image: ] YOUNG PIONEER TOURS[image: ]

No. 2804, South Block Lijing Building, Caiwuwei, Jintang Road 48#, Guiyuan Street, Luohu District

SHENZHEN 深 圳 (China)

✆ +86 186 0018 1541

www.youngpioneertours.com

office@youngpioneertours.com



Headquartered in China, this Agency has recently been offering small budget tours in North Korea. The travellers are young and the prices are low.




Going alone

It is not possible to travel on your own as tourists are always accompanied by a guide. It is impossible to walk alone in the streets of Pyongyang for example. On the other hand you can leave on your own, i.e. if it is not for a group trip; you can just contact a travel agency and arrange the schedule with them.




Plane or train?


It is not possible to enter the North Korean territory either by plane or by train. You can't get there by bus, car or boat.

[image: ] By plane. The North Korean airline Air Koryo operates international connections between Pyongyang and Russia (Moscow and Vladivostok), or Singapore and China (mainly Shanghai and Beijing). The majority of travel agencies choose Beijing as the departure airport.

The plane is the quickest way to get there.

[image: ] By train. There is a link between Beijing and Pyongyang via Dandong (border city with China) by the K27 and K28 trains. If it is almost a 24 hours of travel between the two capitals, it is also a unique experience. First, arriving at the border town of Dandong, you will leave the relatively modern Chinese train for a North Korean train with a Soviet look. Once you cross the border, when the train stops at Sinuiju, the North Korean military comes to inspect the luggage of the passengers. Then the train leaves. Afterwards you will cross the North Korean countryside: the large propaganda mosaics, the printed slogans and the villages bordering the railway route welcome tourists. It is a long way before arriving to Pyongyang but the traveller will have time to enjoy the landscape.

[image: ] The trains K27 and K28 are the mythical trains to travel from Beijing to Dandong, then to Pyongyang. It is however possible to take a fast train or an air-plane between the Chinese capital and Dandong, to save time.







By plane

There is no direct flight from France to North Korea. The organising travel agencies usually go to Beijing, where the transfer to Pyongyang is by plane or train.




[image: ] AIR FRANCE

✆ 36 54

www.airfrance.fr






[image: ] AIR-INDEMNITE.COM[image: ]

✆ 01 85 32 16 28

www.air-indemnite.com

contact@air-indemnite.com



Airplane problems (flight delay, cancellation or overbooking) spoil the stay of millions of travellers every year. Good news: according to the regulations, these are entitled up to €600 compensation per passenger! Bad news: due to legal complexity and administrative burdens, very few actually succeed in asserting their rights. A French pioneer since 2007, this online service simplifies the process by taking charge of the entire procedure. Analysis and creation of the dossier, interactions with the company, followed up to the payment of the sums owed, air-indemnite.com takes care of all this and, in 9 cases out of 10, wins the case. The agency gets money by a Commission on the compensation received. If the claim does not succeed, then nothing will be disbursed!





[image: ] AIR KORYO[image: ]

Sunan Distric

PYONGYANG 평양 (North Korea)

✆ +850218111

e-business@airkoryo.com.kp, iats@star-co.net.kp



Prices are also indicated in US dollars and Chinese Yuan.

Travellers wishing to obtain specific information from Air Koryo Airline but not wishing to contact a North Korean address or number can contact the company's representative offices in China for example. The addresses are available on the company's website.




By train

The North Korean rail network is limited and trains are often delayed due to power interruptions.

It is possible to return to North Korea by train via the city of Dandong in China; this option is most often chosen by travel agencies because it is certainly the most economical, but it is also the one that allows enjoying the best landscapes. There’s nothing better than a Soviet-style train experience! The railroad leaves from Beijing. The Beijing-Pyongyang route is available four times a week. There is a stop at Dandong to change trains and go through the passport checks on leaving China. You should plan some snacks to drink and eat.

[image: ] There is a stop a few minutes after the departure of Dandong to Pyongyang; soldiers come to check the identity documents, visas and luggage to look for forbidden items.



By car

Visitors are not allowed to drive in the country and the international driving licence is not accepted. It is the guides – or even the authorities – who are most often in charge of the travel of visitors. Sometimes tourists have to show their identity cards to police checkpoints which are often established at the entrance of the cities



Accommodation

Accommodation in North Korea is done exclusively in hotels (few ones) that have the necessary authorisations to accommodate foreign guests. It is obviously not possible to stay with the inhabitant and hostels are non-existent.




Quality of accommodation

As everywhere else, the quality of the hotel will depend on the price you are willing to afford. However, we must be aware that the North Korean standards are not equivalent to the French standards, for example. All the hotels that accept foreigners (this requires special permission) still have some comfort; there is no risk about that, especially in the capital. During excursions outside Pyongyang, it is advisable to inquire about the hours of hot water availability: some establishments are located in cities, such as in Kaesong, where hot water is rationed and therefore available only at certain times.






Hotels

Most travellers visit North Korea as part of an organised trip, so hotels are often provided by travel agencies. For those who wish to organise their solo trip with an agency, it is advisable to ask for a list of possible hotels and their main features so as you can make a good and personal choice.

[image: ] If the accommodation for foreigners has modern comforts, the classification of hotels in terms of stars is not comparable to European standards. It is not superfluous to inquire, for example, if there is a system of air conditioning or heating, or even hours of availability of hot water (if that subject is not applicable in Pyongyang, hotels in the province do not always have continuous water supply).

[image: ] For those travelling in groups, most travel agencies include in their package a room for two people. It is possible, for those travelling alone, to pay extra to have a single room. It is advisable to notify the organising agency upstream of the trip.

[image: ] Quality of the accommodation. As everywhere, the quality of the hotel will depend on the price you are willing to pay. However, you must be aware that the North Korean standard is not equivalent to the French standard, for example. All hotels that accept foreigners (this requires special permission) still have some comfort; there is no risk about that, especially in the capital. During excursions outside Pyongyang, it is advisable to inquire about the hours of hot water availability: some establishments are located in cities, such as in Kaesong, where hot water is rationed and therefore available only at certain times.




Are the lines tapped?

The standards of privacy in North Korea are not the same that prevail today in France. It has been said that hotel rooms (just like telephone lines) are tapped. It is not possible to know whether this is true or not, but it is not advisable to make any comments or criticism that could hurt the population, the guides or the regime.






Movement




Difficulty in finding your way around


It is easy to travel in the country, as there is nothing to do! As you can’t move on their own on foot, tourists take advantage of a bus that drop and pick the group at each stage. It is indeed a good thing as it is usually impossible to know where we are located in the city. Few can really orient themselves...

[image: ] The streets all have a name, but the numbering of the buildings is complicated to follow, or sometimes non-existent: only the insiders can easily locate himself;

[image: ] The bus rarely turns on the left: except in rare cases, vehicles have the right to turn right. This lengthens the journeys considerably and complicates the memorisation of urban geography;

[image: ] It is also impossible to locate oneself with a GPS: it is prohibited to have a camera equipped with this tool (even if smartphones are allowed...);Therefore, it is as if everything is done so that no tourist can draw up an accurate map of the city. This is why no specific address is listed in this guide, only the name of the neighbourhoods, so...try to enjoy the bus!







Airplane

It seems that the national airline Air Koryo, is operating in addition to the links among others with China, Singapore and Russia, domestic connections within North Korea. Inquire with the travel agency or on the company's website.
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PYONGYANG 평양

✆ +850218111

e-business@airkoryo.com.kp, iats@star-co.net.kp



Prices are also indicated in US dollars and Chinese Yuan.

Travellers wishing to obtain specific information from Air Koryo Airline but not wishing to contact a North Korean address or number can contact the company's representative offices in China for example. The addresses are available on the company's website.




Bus

Travel within the country is most often done by buses or minibuses which are chartered by travel agencies. All vehicles have air conditioning and heating and are relatively comfortable.

[image: ] North Korean roads are in a dodgy state and there are many potholes, so get ready for some shaking in the bus!



Train

Foreign travellers are not allowed to travel on the North Korean rail network. The only exception is the Dandong-Pyongyang link: it is a unique opportunity to travel in a local train at the very Soviet pace while enjoying the scenery.

[image: ] The Dandong-Pyongyang line is not air-conditioned, which can be uncomfortable in the summer. You should plan for fans!

[image: ] The line is also used by North Koreans who travel to Dandong, the Chinese border city. It is possible to speak a little with them in Korean, Mandarin, sometimes in Russian. Conversations, which may be interesting, often stop at the usual banalities: it must be remembered that only the most loyal to the regime have the right to leave the country.




DISCOVERY


[image: ]

DISCOVERY - Bronze propaganda at the Great Mansudae Monument.

© Hugues de Zélicourt
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North Korea in 20 keywords


[image: ]

PYONGYANG 평양  - Local vegetables (to be mixed with rice).

© Hugues de Zélicourt



Patriotic song

The patriotic song (애국가) is the North Korean national anthem. Adopted as early as 1947, a year before the official proclamation of the Democratic People's Republic of Korea, the North Koreans refer to the latter via the name of its first words "ach'im ŭn imŭn" or "let the morning shine".

Written by Pak se-Yong in 1946, on a music – of strong Soviet inspiration – composed by Kim Won-Gyun in 1945, he celebrates as much the love of the country, of the Korean people as the beauty of Korea as evidenced by its first verse: "country of the calm morning, full of sunshine, teeming with gold, silver, it is the beautiful homeland of three thousand li of our brave people honoured by its history five times millennia, the brilliance of its culture. May everyone to our dear Korea be devoted body and soul! »

The anthem of North Korea was recently discussed in 2018, due to the stun of an official in charge of music that has inadvertently interchanged the anthem of the two Koreas during the Asian under-19 football tournament in Malaysia.

Code of conduct

Imposed on all citizens of the People’s Republic of North Korea, the full name of this code is: ten principles for the establishment of a monolithic ideological system (노동당 유일사상 10 대 원칙). Composed of 10 principles as its name implies and 65 clauses, it was imposed by Kim Yong-ju, the younger brother of Kim Il-song and all the citizens of North Korea must learn it by heart. The objective of this code of conduct is to reinforce the unconditional love that every citizen has to bring to the ruling family. Thus, the code is the cornerstone of the politics of the cult of personality which is in force in the country.

Hermit (Kingdom)

This is one of the most common expressions used to talk about the Democratic People's Republic of Korea. It designates its international isolation and also, the aura of mystery that it creates. The expression "hermit kingdom" was democratized by Hillary Clinton when she was Secretary of State (the equivalent of the Foreign Minister in the United States).

Tests (nuclear)

It is undoubtedly the word that best describes North Korea for the people of the planet as well as the most problematic topic when one think about the Hermit Kingdom. In fact, North Korea conducts nuclear tests at more or less regular intervals – its sixth was held on 3 September 2017. This is equally so as to show to the world (and in particular to the United States) that it must be regarded as an important country in the world, but also, internally, to establish the legitimacy of the governing power and ruling dynasty.

Hanbok

Also called joseonot (조선옷) in North Korea, hanbok is the traditional garment of the Korean peninsula. Worn during traditional festivals and other important events, the promotion of this garment remains for the North Korean regime a way to display its anchor in the history of the peninsula.

Hangeul

Called Joseon ' gŭl (조선글) in the North, the Hangeul is the Korean alphabet. It is composed of 51 letters and was created in the fifteenth century. Until then, the previous official writing was based on Chinese characters and was mastered only by aristocratic elites. The primary objective of the creation of this alphabet was to reduce the illiteracy rate and allow greater access to education. Who create the Hangeul? The fourth King of the Yi dynasty: Sejong the great! Everything suggests that this phonetic specialist initially developed this alphabet in secret, surely for fear of opposition from the cultivated classes. The alphabet was published in 1446 in a document titled Hunmin Jeongeum, which means "the correct sounds for the education of the people". The term Hangeul was used as from 1912 and means "Korean writing". The Hangeul, before becoming the official writing, encountered a strong opposition from the elites. As a first step, the alphabet was used by women, who did not have access to Chinese studies and uneducated backgrounds. Following the multiple invasions of its history, the Hangeul has gradually become a symbol of Korean identity. Thus, in 1894, the alphabet was adopted in official documents and it governs life in the peninsula ever since.

Hanok

Hanok (한옥) are traditional Korean houses. Built of wood on stone structures, they do not have the slightest nail and their architecture rests on wooden pegs. As a result, they are removable and can be transported. If they have totally disappeared from the cities, the Korean War and the reconstruction of whole neighbourhoods from the 1950 years, they are still very present in the most remote countysides of North Korea.

Inminban

The inminban (인민반, "neighbourhood unit" or "popular unit") is a local social organization that structures homes in North Korea, like the neighbourhood committees (e.g. in China) or communes. In each inminban, there are 20 to 40 households, which meet regularly (usually once a week) to expose policies at the local level. At the head of the inminban is an official, most often a woman, whose official function is inminbanjang ("head of popular unit"). All North Korean citizens are attached to an inminban, both in the city and in the countryside. As such, the inminban, like inminbanjiang, plays an important role in supporting the North Korean political (and security) system as a whole.

Internet

The number 28 could sum up the not as tricky question of Internet access in North Korea. This figure makes headlines when it was released in the national and international press. It corresponds in fact to the number of sites officially identified on the Internet network of the country, which would therefore rather be comparable to an intranet answering the sweet name of Kwangmyong (광명), "shining star". Open since the beginning of the year 2000, this network to the 28 sites would be counted among others: a site called social network, a site dedicated to airline ticket booking and a site dedicated to cooking recipes. Beware, however, as according to several international media, there would be some 1 024 IP addresses throughout the country which therefore have access to the well named World Wide Web. It is impossible to know to whom these addresses are.

Jangmadang

Local agricultural markets are known as Jangmadang (공화국의 영원한 주석) in North Korea. Since the great famine of the 1990 years, they are a very important part of the country's economy since this is where basic foodstuffs, such as vegetables or rice, are traded. Since Kim Jong-UN's arrival in power, it seems that these markets are less regulated than in the past and that everyone is free (to some extent) to exchange food.

Joseon (Choson), the country of calm morning

Joseon is the name that Korea wore until 1945. It was the name of the country under the Yi dynasty, chosen by the founder Yi Seong-Gye on the advice of the Emperor of China. However, it was further rooted in history since it was the name given to the semi-legendary Kingdom founded by Dan-gun in 2333 B.C. (Gojoseon or Ancient Joseon) and guarded by his successor (Wiman-Joseon).

After the liberation, the two parts of the newly divided country hesitated for a moment on the choice of their name: the North kept the name of Joseon (Choson) which is rooted in a history several times millennia, while the South decided to adopt the name of Hanguk (Han country). This term Han, often supplemented with DAE, "large" (the full official name of the country is Daehanminguk), seems to endorse and historically justify the current North-South split. The word Joseon is generally translated as "the country of calm morning".

Juche

This word is the basis of the system that is ruling North Korea. But it has an older history since it relates to an old concept used in the nineteenth century by Korean nationalists. It refers to the idea of autonomy and self-sifficiency and means "the body, the master system (of oneself)". It became famous for its use in North Korea: it became the basic concept of the regime, formally theorised by Kim Il-Sung. Included in the Constitution of the country, it still governs all political and diplomatic decisions. According to the Juche, North Korea must settle its own problems according to its inner reality (i.e. without following the principles of Moscow or Beijing) based on political independence, economic self-sufficiency and defence. The North intends to achieve an independent socialist society. In this concept, there are the ghosts of the "Hermit Kingdom" (the ancient nickname of Korea) which undermined it and long explained its weakness.

It should be noted that on the occasion of the seventieth anniversary of President Kim Il-Sung in 1982, the Juche tower was erected in Pyongyang.

Kimchi

Kimchi refers to fermented vegetable dishes, which once allowed Koreans to store food during long winter months as a substitute for fresh vegetables. If there is a significant amount of kimchi (more than 160 varieties according to official figures), most of them are composed of spicy dishes, and cabbage is most often the basic vegetable. Nowadays, kimchi is still the most popular food in Korea, and accompanies meals in small cups positioned on the table. It is a must in North Korea (as well as in the South).

Kippumjo

Kippumjo (기쁨조) is one of those North Korean peculiarities which it is difficult to know whether it is a myth or reality. Generally translated as "fun group", "fun squad", "pleasure brigade", or "joy division", we would be struggling with a group of about 2 000 women and girls at the disposal of the North Korean leader in order to satisfy the sexual ardour and the desires of the dear ruler. According to the South Korean newspaper Chosun Ilbo, the group of women who were at the disposal of Kim Jong-Il's father was dissolved shortly after his death in December 2011. Were these women replaced by another group at the disposal of Kim Jong-UN? It is still a mystery.

Kiringul

Mythical or real place, the site of Kiringul (기린굴; "the Kirin Cave") is a cave in which according to legend lived the Kirin, a mythological beast straddling by King Jumong in the 1st century B.C. According to the North Korean News Agency, the site was located in November 2012 on Moran Hill, in the Pyongyang region. This discovery was announced with great fanfare because it is true that it is important, since it confirms the status of Pyongyang as the historical capital of Korea. However, is it a historical reconstruction at the service of the regime, the aim of which would be to be part of the old Koguryo regime? Even if it is advisable to remain cautious, this assumption should not be excluded.

Traditional medicine

Korean medicine is a phytotherapic medicine. Herbalists auscultate in their pharmacies (Han-euiwon) by taking the patient's pulse and prescribing him a series of herbal teas and potions (Han-yak), often packets of powder or capsules that are ready to consume. Like Chinese medicine, Korean medicine is rather prophylactic: it prevents the disease, so you have to consult before you get sick. It is inseparable from food: almost all Korean foods have special virtues, so it is unclear whether Koreans eat to heal themselves or if they treat themselves by eating.

This Korean medicine differs from Chinese medicine, although it incorporates certain principles (the body is perceived as a whole to treat the origin of the disease, not the disease itself). In addition to herbal medicine, it practises Moxa applications, burnt worm-sticks on certain parts of the body. In modern traditional medicine clinics, Chinese and Western medicines are associated to achieve better results. Even if it takes more time to reveal its results (since in general its purpose is not to remove the evil but to restore the broken balance of the organism), the traditional medicine proves in many cases very effective.

In Korea there is also a tradition of massages (anma) and acupressure (ji-ap) which are also widely practiced: you will often see the Koreans massaging their feet (the organ which is supposed to collect all the acupuncture points of the body) or give themselves small strokes on the shoulders.

Chollima movement

Inspired by Stakhanovism, the Chollima movement (천리마운동) is an economic policy that was launched in 1956 with the objective of reviving growth and rebuilding the country after the massive destruction caused by the Korean War. Enshrined in the regime's ideology, this movement encourages citizens to work harder by following Kim Il-Sung's precepts rather than favouring traditional economic management. It is applied from 1956 to 1961, as part of a five-year plan. A second Chollima movement is set up between 1998 and 2004 and a third is launched in 2009 and is still in action. Its equivalent in South Korea is the Saemaul movement.

PIN

You will see it everywhere; the pin is on all the left breasts of the country. Bearing the effigies of the leaders of the country, they are worn from twelve years old and become obligatory once the age of sixteen. There would be almost twenty kinds, which indicate the rank of the person in society. Foreigners can buy one in the form of a North Korean flag, but few have been offered a "real" pin, which is only for the most deserving. These are real collectibles, all made by the Mansudae workshop in Pyongyang. Their place in society is such that the French journalist Michael Sztanke has used it as a full-fledged character in his graphic novel on North Korea, The guilt, a life in North Korea (Delcourt Edition).

Propaganda

It is everywhere. It is displayed on the walls, in the hotel rooms, in the elevators, in the streets, with slogans, photos or pin. If it may sound funny – especially by the way they are represented in graphic novels of Western authors (as in the graphic novel Pyongyang [l'Association Edition], by Guy Delisle) or in films which mock the image of leaders of North Korea, its impact on the daily lives of the citizens of the Democratic People's Republic of Korea should not be overlooked. It is quite scary when we discover its grasp – beautify or not, imagined or real – on the daily life of the inhabitants of the country as it is described to us through the narratives of some inhabitants, as for example Bandi in his book La denunciation, which was published in 2016 by Éditions Philippe Picquier.

Reunification

There are now many observers of the peninsula, and some politicians, to dream of a "German reconciliation" between the two Koreas, which would eventually lead to reunification – like the one that took place following the fall of the Berlin wall between West Germany and East Germany. The subject is sensitive. Especially since the two countries are still officially at war. One of the most important questions (among the many that these scenarios trigger) is on which model this reunification take place should: on the totalitarian model underway in the North or on the democratic model of the South? The question divides both Koreans on both sides of the DMZ and the allies of each of the two countries (China and the United States mostly).




What to do / what not to do


Don'ts

Travelling is always very pleasant, but as the consecrated expression says, "In Rome do as the Romans". It is therefore essential throughout the journey to adopt a respectful attitude towards the population, the guides, etc. It is equally important to avoid committing an odd: the penalties can be expensive (up to life imprisonment, as was the case for the American student Otto Warmbier who was convicted of having ripped off a propaganda banner).

Should particularly be avoided:

[image: ] Criticising the North Korean regime and its leaders.

[image: ] Touching posters, banners, pictures, photos of Kim and other elements of propaganda, in all occasions and in all places.

[image: ] Do not fold a newspaper showing a depiction of Kim Il-Sung, Kim Jong-il or Kim Jong-un: it should be rolled. Do not throw in the trash such a representation: give the newspaper/image to the guide that will take care of it, or leave it all prominently on the bed of the hotel.

[image: ] Do not take pictures of airports, roads, bridges, stations... and anything else that is not allowed (at the risk of having the entire memory card erased...).

[image: ] The version of the guide is the official version, so there is no need to argue about a historical fact, for example, at the risk of offending it.

As a general rule, be cautious. Never forget that in case of an incident, you will be punished and your guide too...

Do's

[image: ] Call or send emails and postcards: be careful of what is said or written in, as walls have ears.

[image: ] Keep a clean and decent outfit in all circumstances. Long pants are recommended for both men and women.

[image: ] Ask questions; the guides like to answer questions . It's a way to learn more and build relationships.

[image: ] Smoke outside! Smoking is allowed in restaurants and on the premises; but bear in mind the non-smokers!

[image: ] Finish your plate... in a country where a portion of the population has nothing to eat, being too selective or capricious could be frowned upon.







Overview of North Korea


[image: ]

Overview of North Korea - Moran Hill Park.

© Hugues de Zélicourt





Geography

North Korea is located on the Korean peninsula. It spans over some 1 000 km from North to South and shares its borders with popular China (North-West) and Russia (northeast). The peninsula is bordered by water: the Yellow Sea to the West, the Strait of Korea to the South and the East Sea (or Sea of Japan) to the East. North Korea is located on the northern part of the said peninsula along the 38th parallel. With an area of nearly 120 538 km2, North Korea is slightly larger than its southern neighbour as it covers about 55% of the peninsula. It shares its borders with popular China (North on 1 416 km), Russia (Northeast on 19 km) and South Korea (South on 238 km along the demilitarized zone).

Nearly 80% of the country is covered with mountains or plateaus planted with forests. There are fifty mountains that exceed 2 000 m above sea level – higher than those of South Korea – culminating in Mount Paektu which is 2 750 m high.

The main rivers are the Amnok (Yalu in Chinese) which is 790 km long and the Tuman (Chinese Tumen) which is 521 km long and which is the only important river that flows into the Eastern Sea. Both serve as a border with China on most of their path.

Political structuring

 North Korea has nine provinces (Kangwon, Jagang, Northern Pyongan Province, southern Pyongan Province, Pyongsong, Northern Hamgyong, southern Hamgyong, Northern Hwanghae and South Hwanghae), two cities with a special administrative status (the capital Pyongyang and its province and Rason on the Russian border) and three special administrative regions: the tourist area of the Kumgang Mountains, the Sinuiju special administrative region on the border with China and finally the industrial area of Kaesong, near the border with South Korea.




Kaesong Industrial Zone (개성공업지구)


Created in 2002, this vast industrial area of 66 km2 is located about 50 km from Seoul and 140 km from Pyongyang. Promoted as a special administrative region from its inception, this was one of the most convincing examples of the policy of rapprochement between the two enemy brothers of the 38th parallel. Here, between 2004 and 2012 (with some interludes due to tensions between the two countries), there were 54,000 North Koreans and 500 South Koreans who worked together on assembly lines.

For his instigator, the South Korean Kim Dae-Jung, the opening of this complex constituted an important part of his so-called sunshine policy, which was intended to reconcile the two Koreas. Since then, there has been several South Korean Presidents and the friendly policy with the restless brother of the North has not succeeded, largely because of the sanctions imposed by the international community to North Korea as it continues its nuclear program.

Today the site and its factories would be managed only by North Koreans.
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