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Frequently asked questions on North Korea, MCC’s work, and why sanctions matter 

Background 

Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) has worked in the Democratic People’s Republic of 

Korea (DPRK/North Korea) since the mid-1990s. Over two decades, MCC has sent 

approximately $20 million in food and other material resources to the DPRK. 

Over the years, MCC has partnered with many different organizations and Christian 

ministries operating inside and outside North Korea to address widespread famine across the 

country through food assistance. Projects range from producing soymilk for orphans, to 

helping farmers grow better food and improve farming techniques, to providing material 

resources to people suffering from tuberculosis and hepatitis.  

So maybe you are wondering… 

If DPRK is considered an enemy of the United States, why should MCC assist North Koreans 

with food and material resources? 

Our Anabaptist Christian values compel us to follow the way of Jesus, who called his 

followers to love our enemies and neighbors while responding to human need in its many 

forms (Matthew 5:44; Matt. 22:39; Matt. 25:35–40). Moreover, we hold that peace can never 

be fully realized without reconciliation. This reconciling work is needed among the people 

who inhabit the Korean peninsula, as well as between two “enemy” countries like the U.S. and 

North Korea. MCC’s work demonstrates that we as U.S. Christians care about the well-being 

of North Korean people.   

I’ve heard of “tightening sanctions” toward North Korea. Why are sanctions used by the U.S. 

government? 

Sanctions are a common way that governments and international bodies try to moderate the 

decisions of other governments that threaten their interests or violate international norms. 

Economic sanctions are defined as withdrawing trade and financial relations such as 

prohibiting all commercial activity with an entire country or blocking transactions with 

certain businesses, banks or individuals. 

Sanctions are generally viewed as an alternative to military action. They are lower in cost and 

risk, and are often seen as a middle ground between diplomacy and war. But as “neutral” as 

they might appear, they are not without repercussions. One critique of using sanctions is that 

they are frequently more detrimental to civilian populations than they are to the more 

insulated and prosperous governing elites.  
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How can we give assistance to the North Korean people with sanctions in place? 

The U.S. government has not provided any significant food or humanitarian assistance to 

North Korea since 2009. Many non-governmental and faith-based organizations, however, 

have privately funded on-going work inside the country. These organizations are often doing 

remarkable work with people at the margins and sanctions make their humanitarian work 

more complicated. Sanctions can impact financing for projects and affect import and export 

controls for getting goods (like food aid, blankets, and health kits) into the country.   

MCC’s commitment to sharing with those in need and placing an emphasis on people-to-

people relationships have allowed us to continue to operate in the DPRK. For example, MCC-

provided blankets and canned meat greatly contribute to the health and recovery of 

tuberculosis patients. In most cases, protein would be largely absent in patient diets without 

the canned meat provided by MCC.    

Why don’t sanctions make sense for the U.S. relationship with North Korea? 

Most legislation imposing sanctions includes provisions that severely restrict assistance to the 

North Korean people and could jeopardize the work that MCC and other U.S. NGOs carry 

out in North Korea. Our concern is for the people of the country whose food security is 

already severely impacted by preexisting sanctions, natural causes and government policies. 

Relations between the U.S. and North Korea have been difficult since the Korean War, which 

ended only in an armistice. Tensions have risen and fallen over the decades and while some 

efforts at dialogue have been made, a tense standoff remains.  

MCC has long opposed the development and use of nuclear weapons by all countries, 

including the U.S. But the U.S. policy of “strategic patience,” which expects voluntary North 

Korean nuclear disarmament, has proven ineffective, as the North Korean government 

continues to carries out nuclear tests. Increasing economic sanctions would only serve to 

further isolate an already isolated country. It is time to find ways of engaging strategically to 

seek a diplomatic solution to this gridlocked conflict. 

There is growing support for other ways to shape a dialogue with North Koreans. While the 

armistice agreement in 1953 ended hostilities in the Korean War, a final peaceful settlement 

has never been reached. This left North Korea in isolation from South Korea and the U.S., 

with narratives of fear on all sides having a lasting impact on diplomatic relations between the 

U.S. and North Korea. 

MCC was engaged as a reconciliatory presence with people in countries such as Vietnam, 

Cambodia, Myanmar, and Cuba before they had diplomatic relations with the U.S. 

Engagement, not isolation, is a more effective way to bring understanding between peoples 

and plant seeds for a new future of peace and security for all. 
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