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Glossary

Acronym  Definition 
CABI Centre for Agriculture and Biosciences International
CFSAM Crop and Food Security Assessment Mission
DPRK Democratic People’s Republic of Korea
DSM Dried Skimmed Milk
EAA Division Europe-Asia-Americas 
EMOP WFP’s Emergency Operations
EUPS European Union Programme Support Unit
EUPS Unit 2 Save the Children International
EUPS Unit 3 Concern Worldwide
EUPS Unit 4 German Agro Action / Deutsche Welthungerhilfe
EUPS Unit 7 Handicap International
FAO Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations
FIBL Forschungsinstitut für biologischen Landbau, Laufenburg
GFS Gravity Fed System
HA Humanitarian Aid
HI Handicap International
ICRC International Committee of the Red Cross
IFRC International Federation of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies
KECCA Korean European Cooperation Coordinating Agency
MERV  Monitoring development relevant changes
MoFA Ministry of Foreign Affairs
MoA Ministry of Agriculture
MoCM Ministry of City Management
MoLEP Ministry of Land and Environment Protection
MTP Medium Term Programme
NGO Non-Governmental Organisation
NNSC Neutral Nations Supervisory Commission 
NPO National Programme Officer
PC People’s Committee
PDS Public Distribution System
PRRO WFP’s Protracted Relief and Recovery Operations
RMB Rice Milk Blend
ROK Republic of Korea (South Korea)
SAS State Academy of Sciences
SDC Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation
SDC/HA Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation – Humanitarian Aid
SDC/SC Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation – South Cooperation
SECO Swiss State Secretariat for Economic Affairs
SLDM Sustainable Livelihood and Disaster Mitigation
SLM Sloping Land Management
SPO Swiss Programme Office (in Pyongyang)
UN OCHA United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
UNICEF United Nations Children’s Fund
WASH Water, Sanitation and Hygiene
WFP World Food Programme of the United Nations
WHO World Health Organisation of the United Nations
YPO  Yearly Plan of Operation
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Introduction

SDC has been active in the DPRK since 1995. Af-
ter its initial humanitarian response to the mid-90s 
famine, the responsibility of Switzerland’s engage-
ment was passed to South Cooperation in 2002 
who managed a special development programme 
for ten years. In 2011, Swiss presence was reconsti-
tuted as a humanitarian aid programme. SDC’s un-
interrupted presence over the last 20 years and the 
quality of the various projects implemented in that 
period have permitted SDC to build a reputation as 
a dependable partner to national and international 
counterparts operating in the DPRK.

This new Cooperation Strategy covers the peri-
od 2017–2020 and replaces the previous Midterm 
Programme, which ended in December 2016. In 
accordance with Swiss values, it stipulates a sequel 
to the humanitarian aid programme of the last five 
years on terms where Switzerland will continue to 
champion the needs of vulnerable communities and 
make a substantial contribution to addressing the 
humanitarian plight of the distressed population of 
the DPRK.
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1  Context Analysis

1.1  Overview 

Humanitarian situation and challenges: The 
DPRK represents a protracted and in many ways 
forgotten humanitarian situation that affects a clear 
majority of its population of 25 million. 70% are 
classed as being food insecure, nearly 2 million chil-
dren and mothers are in need of specialised food to 
address basic nutritional needs, and almost 30% of 
under-five year-olds are affected by stunting. Only 
one third of pregnant and nursing women are re-
garded as having acceptable consumptions of food1. 
Poverty and food shortages continue to generate 
malnutrition on a massive scale; the country still has 
an annual shortfall in the production of cereals of 
15–20%. Inadequate access to drinking water and 
poor sanitation and hygiene practices contribute to 
a high incidence of water-borne diseases and infant 
mortality. Over 350,000 pregnant women are con-
stantly at severe risk of life-threatening situations, 
such as obstetric complications due to poor health 
care services. The population of the DPRK does not 
have the resources to cope with any future major 
crisis, and disaster preparedness is at best rudimen-
tary. As a result, exceptional weather situations 
quickly invoke catastrophe with unyielding frequen-
cy and harshness, while flood, drought, erosion and 
landslides further weaken coping mechanisms.

Economic and social development: Despite grad-
ual improvements in agricultural productivity since 
the famine of the 1990s, needs continue to out-
strip supply, and harvests remain highly susceptible 
to climatic events such as drought and flood. The 
country struggles to secure the energy resources to 
sustain what industries it has, which is only com-
pounded by an overdependence on China as the 
dominant trading partner. As a result, the sceptre 
of the next humanitarian crisis is never far over the 
horizon. The government’s current five-year plan of-
ficially prioritises agricultural production and energy 
supply. Nutritionally, most people depend on the 

1  See WFP Quarterly Monitoring Report, 1st Quarter 2016

so-called ‘Public Distribution System’ (PDS) that rep-
resents a national rationing system for staple foods. 
Nevertheless, people are forced to cope with short-
falls in supply by supplementing their diets through 
informal trade, food foraging in fields and forests, 
crofting on areas outside the perimeters of collec-
tive farms, and the use of kitchen gardens. While 
this works for rural populations, urban dwellers are 
generally more dependent on the PDS.

Political developments: Technically, the two Ko-
reas remain at war, despite the 1953 armistice. The 
inner-Korean border is one of the most heavily for-
tified areas in the world with a substantiated poten-
tial for military escalation and miscalculation. This 
is exacerbated by the ebb and flow of the compet-
ing political blocks’ political rhetoric. Regular joint 
military manoeuvers by the USA and South Korea 
have drawn the ire of the DPRK which labels them 
as a threat to its sovereignty, and in some instances, 
an act of war. The DPRK’s relations with its neigh-
bours have deteriorated in the wake of recent mis-
sile launches and nuclear tests, and the DPRK has 
been saddled with increasingly severe economic 
sanctions, most lately, the UN Security Council Res-
olutions 2270 and 2321. The verdict is still out on 
how these latest sanctions will affect the country’s 
economic, political and social life.  Despite being 
sanction-exempt, humanitarian aid delivery may yet 
suffer as a collateral consequence of trade restric-
tions.

Human rights: The DPRK is repeatedly in the cross-
hairs of the international community for gross vio-
lations of basic human rights. The DPRK is adamant 
that human rights are respected, but has prevented 
foreigners visiting contentious areas of the country, 
notably the UN-special rapporteur on Human Rights 
in the DPRK. Although the UN Human Rights Coun-
cil has passed a series of resolutions condemning 
the DPRK, more robust international action against 
the country’s elite have been blocked by China and 
Russia in the UN Security Council.
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1.2  Evolution and scenarios

Often classed as a fragile context, the DPRK’s po-
litical and economic condition might equally be de-
scribed as ‘brittle’. As the political course of the com-
ing years is imponderable, it is reasonable to broadly 
assume a constancy of domestic circumstances until 
the end of the decade, at least for programmatic 
purposes. However, the international political de-
velopments on the Korean peninsula could trigger 
donor disengagement that would choke funding for 
UN organisations working in the country, or a dras-
tic external shock might precipitate a wider scope 
for humanitarian action by forcing authorities to be 
more cooperative.
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2  Swiss foreign policy objectives and other 
humanitarian agencies

2.1  Switzerland’s foreign policy 
objectives

Political objectives: The strategic objectives of 
Switzerland’s foreign policy towards the DPRK have 
not changed over the last years. As a member of 
the Neutral Nations Supervisory Commission (NN-
SC)2, Switzerland, along with Sweden, continues to 
maintain its presence in the Demilitarised Zone on 
the inner-Korean border at Panmunjeom. Although 
the DPRK does not currently participate in the 
NNSC mechanism, Switzerland does nevertheless 
demonstrate its strict neutrality in military matters 
and availability of its “Good Office” if or when this 
becomes useful to the parties involved. Switzerland 
has made it abundantly clear that she could be a 
vehicle and venue for high-level talks in the same 
way as she was during the 2015 international nego-
tiations with Iran, and has also extended invitations 
to all members of the currently mothballed Six-Party 
Talks to engage in track-2 dialogue in Switzerland. 

Economic objectives: While the trade of goods 
and services with South Korea is of central impor-
tance to Swiss foreign policy on the Korean Peninsu-
la and Switzerland recently ratified a landmark free-
trade agreement with China, economic ties with the 
DPRK are insignificant. The Swiss State Secretariat 
for Economic Affairs (SECO) reports that Swiss ex-
ports to the DPRK in 2015 totalled CHF 9 million. 
The humanitarian milk powder deliveries accounted 
for more than half of this. Strict economic sanctions 
on all luxury items and goods which might be used 
for military purposes and the development/produc-
tion of nuclear weapons mean that there is little 
basis for promoting trade of any sort between the 
two countries. Accordingly, SECO categorically sees 
no positive room for engagement in pursuit of eco-
nomic cooperation in the foreseeable future.

2  2014 marked the 40-year anniversary of diplomatic relation-
ships between Switzerland and the DPRK.

Humanitarian Aid: Switzerland’s humanitarian 
engagement is fully embedded in the Swiss Foreign 
Policy Strategy 2016-19 and the new Dispatch on 
Switzerland’s International Cooperation 2017-2020. 
However, while humanitarian aid is certainly a fea-
ture of Swiss foreign policy, it is not an instrument, 
since it is purely needs-directed and rejects any po-
litical conditionality. Also, Swiss Humanitarian Aid in 
the DPRK – in step with humanitarian principles – 
insists on indiscriminate and free access to project 
areas and recipient populations within the scope of 
prevailing political constraints. A policy of incremen-
tal improvements is being pursued, mainly in the 
form of access based on criteria of vulnerability. The 
SDC Programme Office in Pyongyang is affiliated to 
the Swiss Embassy in Beijing. Although foremostly 
an operative unit in nature, it also serves diplomatic 
purposes and carries out rudimentary representa-
tional functions.
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2.2  Other humanitarian actors in 
the DPRK

The humanitarian landscape in Pyongyang is any-
thing other than crowded. While a small number of 
countries such as Sweden, Italy, Russia and China 
do also fund bilateral aid projects, only Switzerland 
maintains an operational programme office that is 
involved in direct project implementation. The DPRK 
imposes stringent conditions on the handful of non-
state, foreign organisations working in the country. 
These include the obligation to accept staff second-
ed to them by North Korean authorities, investment 
thresholds to maintain a continuous presence, and 
restrictions on movement and operational areas. 
The foreign staff of the smaller ones are thus per-
mitted to enter the country only iteratively, compel-
ling organisations to leave operations in the hands 
of local organisations, which makes accountability 
difficult. There are no national NGOs in the usual 
sense of the word with the possible exception of 
the Korean Red Cross, with whom the ICRC and the 
IFRC are obliged to cooperate. An overview of in-
ternational humanitarian actors can be provided as 
follows:

 › Multilateral organisations: A number of 
multilateral organisations such as WFP, UNDP, 
UNICEF, WHO, UNFPA, FAO, CABI, IFRC and 
ICRC currently operate with a stationary pres-
ence in the country. Of these, WFP is easily the 
largest, and all others to some degree depend 
on the WFP’s infrastructure and services to 
maintain their operational abilities.

 › Swiss INGOs: Only a few private Swiss organ-
isations are currently active in the DPRK. Faith-
based AGAPE International is engaged in the 
topical areas of food security and renewable 
energy. FIBL and CABI Switzerland (although 
not strictly an NGO) support the DPRK Ministry 
of Agriculture’s efforts to address food security 
challenges by enhancing technical capacities.

 › Non-Swiss INGOs: A small array of INGOs 
such as Welthungerhilfe, Première Urgence, 
Concern Worldwide and Handicap International 
have operated in the DPRK for a number of 
years, although only a handful are big enough 
to maintain a constant presence. The govern-
ment requires them to run under country-spe-
cific names (such as those from Europe simply 
being referred to as numbered ‘EU Programme 
Support Units’, e.g. ‘EUPS 5’).
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3  Switzerland’s presence in the DPRK 
and results

3.1  Switzerland’s presence to date

SDC has been active in the DPRK since 1995. Af-
ter its initial humanitarian response to the mid-90s 
famine, the engagement continued under the lead 
of South Cooperation (SDC/SC) in 2002, before re-
verting back to Humanitarian Aid (SDC/HA) in 2011 
after a parliamentary decision3 was taken for SDC/
SC to exit the DPRK. This led to the development of 
a programme that was purely humanitarian in na-
ture, and truly neutral towards the political system 
in its logic.

SDC’s current, humanitarian engagement is gov-
erned by the Medium-Term Programme 2012–2014 
(MTP) which was prolonged until the end of 2016 
due to the constancy of the operational environ-
ment. It’s main components consist of Sloping Land 
Management (SLM), which was carried over from 
the SDC/SC portfolio and combined with disas-
ter risk reduction (DRR), the new initiative ‘WASH’ 
(Water, Sanitation and Hygiene), and the delivery 
of dried skimmed milk to the WFP. To date, SDC/
HA’s humanitarian programme has improved the 
well-being and livelihood outlook for tens of thou-

3  See Motion 06.3804 by National Councillor G. Pfister, 
mooted 20/12/06, adopted 13/06/08 (NR) and 18/09/08 (SR).

sands people in rural areas by introducing them to 
agroforestry interventions and connecting them to 
local markets; tens of thousands of people have 
gained access to potable water, sanitation and hy-
giene; and nearly one million children and mothers 
have received supercereals infused with Swiss milk 
which is an essential contribution to ensuring that 
communities are not crippled by the long-term ef-
fects of malnutrition and poor health for decades 
to come.

On current record, the Swiss Humanitarian Aid pro-
gramme in the DPRK is clearly achieving its intended 
objectives as defined in the MTP 2012–16. SDC/HA 
has earned the trust of the governmental ministries 
with which is in partnership, not least by its way of 
operating its programmes and the outcomes that 
are evidently benefitting the the targeted popula-
tions.
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3.2  Results of SDC’s engagement

An approximate overview of the salient results can 
be offered per domain of intervention as follows:

Domain Public Health: Launched in 2012, the 
‘WASH’ programme had established water and 
sanitation services to 65,000 people by the end of 
2016. More than 10,000 beneficiaries use the 1,500 
improved pit latrines installed. Communities and lo-
cal authorities are taking more direct responsibility 
for operation & maintenance and propagating hy-
giene practices. Switzerland has continued to pro-
vide basic nutritional support, especially in the form 
of dried skimmed milk (DSM) supplementation, to 
nearly 1 million young children and pregnant or lac-
tating mothers in every single year of the current 
strategy. For many, the few grams of milk powder 
per recipient and day is enough to raise survival 
rates, prevent health complications and stave off 
stunting and malnutrition. The delivery, processing 
and distribution of supercereals is monitored by the 
WFP.

Domain Food Security and Environmental 
Protection: The ‘Sloping Land Management’ pro-
gramme (SLM), pioneered by SDC/SC from 2004 
onwards, has come of age over the last four years. 
The number of SLM user groups increased from 19 
to 220 (covering 2,200 ha) during the current MTP 
2012–2016, and many other groups have emulated 
the applied agroforestry techniques. Originally de-
signed ‘only’ to facilitate crofting on sloped land, 
SLM contributes significantly to families’ food di-
versity, and surplus products are now also traded 
on local markets. Legal provisions have been enact-

ed that formalise the access of SLM user groups to 
sloped land and their independent use of harvests, 
and the state has developed a plan to put more than 
300,000 ha of land under the use of agroforestry 
user groups. This represents a welcome systemic 
change resulting from the programme that has cre-
ated more space for community-directed livelihood 
strategies.

3.3  Constraints and problems 
faced

Although there is enough information to establish 
the programme’s success, it is nevertheless chal-
lenging to monitor its full nutritional impact on 
beneficiaries and track how know-how and good 
practice are propagated. It is not only a challenge 
to SDC/HA but to all international actors present in 
the DPRK.

The DPRK’s context is arguably unique in that it 
combines what might be called a ‘protracted crisis’ 
with an exceptionally strong state. This has forced 
SDC/HA to continually reconsider its modalities and 
concepts and concentrate on its humanitarian man-
date. In doing so, DRR has been fostered as a the-
matic emphasis and has reached a point at which it 
can be used to build synergies between the various 
spatial interventions and establish an integrated and 
coherent approach to Food Security and WASH, 
which is focussed on communities. Another the-
matic area deserving greater attention is Protection, 
or the enhancement of the wellbeing of vulnerable 
groups. However, effective ways of implementing 
this are still very much at an exploratory stage.
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4  Implications for the new Cooperation 
Strategy for DPRK 2017–2020

4.1  Persisting humanitarian needs

Switzerland’s presence has been defined by the 
concern to provide humanitarian aid to stricken 
populations according to the Swiss humanitarian 
mandate to save lives and reduce suffering4. Alas, 
there are sufficient reasons for humanitarian en-
gagement to continue: (1) Poverty, and with it, hu-
manitarian needs are widespread and severe; and 
(2) with poor coping mechanisms rural populations 
have no reserves to deal with shocks. The salience 
of these reasons are recognised by the new ‘Dis-
patch on Switzerland’s International Cooperation 
2017–2020’5.

Operationally, the SDC/HA’s humanitarian pro-
gramme has been building the scope for communi-
ties and local authorities to become beneficiary-cen-
tred agencies. This puts them in the position to take 
more control of their own lives and become human-
itarian actors in their own right. Meanwhile, DSM 
deliveries form a crucial contribution to protecting 
an entire generation of children from being stymied 
by malnutrition.

As a governmental body, SDC can adopt fairly long 
planning horizons, which is advantageous in con-
texts of protracted crises. Coupling this with direct 
actions, Switzerland is able to build a tight loop 
between field experience, programme design and 
humanitarian diplomacy. No other Western actor in 
the context can currently provide this. Accordingly, 
there is an overwhelming case for continuation of 
SDC/HA’s intervention in its present form, as hu-
manitarian needs persist unabated and the current 
interventions have started well or are approaching 
‘dividend-paying’ maturity.

4  See “Dispatch on Switzerland’s International Cooperation 
2017–2020” (chapters 2.1.1, 2.1.2 and 2.3.2.5 in particular)
5  The continuation of the Swiss Humanitarian Aid in DPRK, as 
proposed in the “Dispatch on Switzerland’s International Cooper-
ation 2017–2020” (cf. chapter 2.3.2.5), was adopted by the Swiss 
National Council on 2nd of June 2016.

4.2  The community-directed pro-
gramme approach and the result-
ing domains of intervention

Given the importance of food production for ad-
dressing humanitarian needs across the DPRK, ru-
ral communities are the natural locus for the pro-
gramme’s anchoring point, in that they represent 
groups of interrelated humans who must rely on 
one another. On the other hand, they must ne-
gotiate the opportunities and threats of their nat-
ural environment (e.g. the possibility to grow and 
harvest crops in pursuit of their livelihood, and 
the risk of natural disasters mainly in the form of 
drought and flood). By anchoring the humanitarian 
approach in these groups of people who live and 
work on the interface between wider society and 
their natural surroundings (thus the adopted term 
“community-directed approach”), it becomes possi-
ble to address some aspects of fragility by building 
communities’ resilience.

In doing so, the emerging concept of communal 
resilience has been structured into inner and out-
er spheres. The inner sphere, called ‘human suste-
nance’, chiefly helps communities and individuals 
deal with the weaknesses of the context in which 
they live, such as by focussing on the dignity and 
strength of the communities members. The outer 
sphere called ‘livelihood resources’ helps commu-
nities sustainably manage the natural resources on 
which their livelihoods depend in a way that they 
are less disaster-prone. Each sphere is split into the 
categories of Endurance, Subsistence and Protec-
tion. When combined, the two community-directed 
spheres are designed to build community resilience 
to natural shocks and futile state activism.
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In preparing the various interventions serving this 
approach, attention is attached to the various sub-
groups within rural communities in relation to their 
social roles and vulnerability. As a result, credit pro-
posals will take individual stock of gender issues, 
and they will consider the specific needs of children 
and old people as distinct groups within rural com-
munities.

4.3  Guiding operational concepts 
and principles

The implementation of the Cooperation Strategy for 
DPRK 2017-2020 is guided by the following princi-
ples:

1. Objective alignment with the internation-
al humanitarian community: Swiss humanitarian 
engagement is harmonised with the strategic re-
sponse of the international community. Hence, the 
new cooperation strategy is aligned with the priori-
ties ‘towards sustainable and resilient human devel-
opment’ as formulated in the forthcoming ‘Strate-
gic Framework for Cooperation between the United 
Nations and the Government of the Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea 2017-2021’. In particular, 
it contributes to the objectives of the strategic pri-
orities (1) Food and Nutrition Security, and (2) Resil-
ience and Sustainability of that strategic framework.

The strategy bases its interventions on duty-bearer 
principles which are well understood in the DPRK 
and form the most promising entry points for pro-
viding support to vulnerable groups. Putting this 
into procedural practice, every new intervention 
shall be accompanied by a comprehensive analysis 
of actors and partners. This analysis includes actor 
mapping and the assumed main interests at stake. 
This is the basis for devising a do-no-harm approach 
to interventions in line with the parliamentary man-
date, which in turn is the point of departure for 
designing effective, system-sensitive humanitarian 
action. Most interventions are undertaken in the 
form of direct actions, although some smaller man-
dates may also be awarded to international NGOs. 
No programme funds are transferred to or managed 
by in-country authorities.

2. Linkages with Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs): In the same way as the previous strat-
egy was grounded in the outgoing Millenium De-
velopment Goals (MDGs), the strategy is anchored 
in a total of five SDGs, namely in (2) Zero Hunger, 
(6) Clean Water and Sanitation, (13) Climate Ac-
tion, (15) Life on Land and Peace, and (16) Justice 
and Strong Institutions. Within these, a number 
of SDG-related targets are relevant. The following 
table shows which of these are of particular pro-
grammatic importance and to which thematic are-
as they correspond. What transpires is that SDGs 2 
(zero hunger) and 6 (clean water and sanitation) are 
salient. This can be rationalised in the poverty orien-
tation of the programme.

SDG Thematic Reference

2.1 End hunger, ensure access of vulnerable people to sufficient food

2.2 End malnutrition and stunting, address nutritional needs of 
pregnant/lactating women

2.3 Improve productivity of small-scale food producers

2.4 Ensure sustainable food production

Food security (SLDM) within Domain 1

Nutrition (milk powder) within Domain 2

6.1 Access to safe & affordable drinking water

6.2 Access to sanitation & hygiene

6.5 Implement integrated water resources management

WASH (within Domain 2)

13.1 Strengthen resilience & adaptive capacity DRR (within Domain 1)

15.4 Protect biodiversity of mountain ecosystems DRR, Soil protection (within Domain 1)

16.2 Protection of children Human protection (within Domain 2)

CLIMATE
ACTION

LIFE 
ON  LAND

ZERO
HUNGER

CLEAN WATER
AND SANITATION

PEACE, JUSTICE
AND STRONG
INSTITUTIONS
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5  Priorities, objectives and impact hypothesis

5.1  Geographical focus and target 
population

SDC/HA will be active mainly in regions reachable 
within a day’s drive from the capital Pyongyang, 
namely in the counties of North Hwanghae Prov-
ince and Kangwon Province. Other selection crite-
ria are the prevailing needs and terrestrial, agrofor-
estry-related conditions, e.g. exposure to erosion, 
needs and land pressure (see Annex 8.4 for cover-
age). A future extension of activities into the Prov-
inces South Pyongan and South Hamgyong could 
be envisaged. The primary beneficiaries are rural 
populations, children under five years, pregnant or 
lactating mothers, and particular vulnerable groups 
(i.e. people with disabilities and persons in govern-
mental care).

5.2  Domains of intervention 

In line with SDC/HA’s mandate, the strategy will 
continue to put the humanitarian concerns of the 
community at the heart of its approach, keeping it 
community-directed. On this basis, it is structured 
in two spheres of operation which correspond to 
the domains of intervention6. A first, broader sphere 
addresses the question of poverty and the resourc-
es needed to sustain the livelihood of communities, 
while a second, narrower sphere concerns itself 
with the general dignity and fortitude of individuals 
and communities.

Resulting impact statement (overall goal): 
Communities gain greater custodianship of 
available resources to secure sustainable liveli-
hoods and boost the quality of life and dignity 
of their members.

6  Domains of intervention have not been fundamentally 
changed compared to the MTP 2012-2016, but instead experi-
ence a shift in their foci. While Food Security and WASH remain 
prominent, DRR and Protection also form an integral part of the 
overall strategic approach.

Domain 1: Restoring and managing liveli-
hood-oriented resources [themes: DRR, food se-
curity, soil protection]

Domain objective: Communities are more food 
secure and impacted less by natural hazards.

The programme titled ‘Sustainable Livelihood and 
Disaster Mitigation’ (SLDM) replaces SLM and put a 
combination of food security and DRR coupled with 
agroforestry at the centre of its activities. This repre-
sents a continuation of current operations, but with 
an inversed logic: while sustainable food security 
will remain important, DRR will cease to simply be a 
welcome by-product and instead become the prin-
ciple concern of the domain of intervention. ‘Flip-
ping’ the priorities between food security and DRR 
should increase the scope for communities and local 
authorities to work holistically towards sustaining 
the resources on which livelihoods depend.

A corollary of this approach is an emphasis on the 
importance of sustainable food production as a 
central endeavour in terms of addressing the hu-
manitarian needs of communities. Coupling this 
approach with a focus on community action and 
small-scale watershed management shall serve to 
enlarge the scope for groups and individuals to act 
more autonomously from the central state.
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Domain 2: Building and maintaining human 
sustenance7 [themes: WASH, nutrition, human 
protection]

Domain objective: The health and dignity 
of vulnerable groups and communities is im-
proved.

Sustainably managed WASH-infrastructure com-
bined with good hygiene practice forms an impor-
tant foundation for good communal health in that 
they reduce infections. Improved health raises the 
livelihood prospects of communities and their mem-
bers. Gains in this area are reinforced by geograph-
ically linking WASH with SLDM interventions and 
by strengthening the capacity and responsibility of 
local authorities to manage and maintain infrastruc-
ture. 

Meanwhile, support to the WFP with milk powder 
will be sustained in order to combat malnutrition 
among mothers and children. Boosting antenatal 
nutrition and supplementing diets during infan-
cy is an investment that pays off as these children 
will grow to become a healthier, more robust and 
more productive generation. Beyond this, in a quest 
to improve the dignity and wellbeing of vulnerable 
groups, opportunities will be sought to afford pro-
tection and support to people with disabilities as 
possibilities emerge (with a possible later shift to 
children in state care). Support will focus on working 
with state institutions to improve living conditions 
and care practices. Protection through presence and 
awareness-raising of officials who recognise their 
duty-bearing responsibilities towards the popula-
tion in general is central to the approach.

7  ‘Sustenance’ is defined as the maintaining of someone or 
something in life or existence

5.3  Cross-cutting issues

SDC/HA is committed to applying a number of spe-
cific programming principles and considerations. 
The most significant of these cross-cutting issues 
are:

 › Gender Equality: SDC/HA is committed to 
ensuring gender equality and the empower-
ment of women in terms of selecting and tar-
geting programme beneficiaries. Every project 
and activity designed or activity supported by 
SDC/HA will be assessed through this gender 
lens8.

 › Environmental Sustainability: Environmental 
sustainability and resilience are high priorities 
in the DPRK. Not only is the country profound-
ly affected by the unintended consequences 
of intensive agricultural exploitation over the 
years as well as by climate change in a variety 
of ways, but has also signed a number of the 
UN’s environmental conventions. Many of these 
represent global public goods, with the benefit 
accruing not only in the DPRK, but well beyond.

 › Local Governance: Although communities 
are the primary target, both domains of inter-
vention do actively involve the lowest level of 
government, the so-called People’s Commit-
tees. These are critical to institutionalising good 
practice and upholding the space for communi-
ty-based initiative.

5.4  Budget allocations

Financing is projected to stay at a similar level as to-
day. A significant increase or decrease is considered 
only in the case of a material change of context and 
circumstances. The following, comparative table 
presents the domains with their thematic structure 
and the financial volumes of the current and future 
strategy (a more detailed table can be found in An-
nex 8.3).

8  Under SLM, more than 80% of the user group members 
and leaders are women. Women are always in majority while 
participating in exchange visits. The strong and exemplary gen-
der focus established in the SLM project will continue in this 
strategy.

DOI Themes
2012–16

(in millions of CHF)

2017–2020

(in millions of CHF)

Per year

(in millions of CHF)

1 DRR Food security Soil Protection 2.50 2.50 0.63

2 WASH Nutrition Human Protection 28 (DSM) + 6.60 20 (DSM) + 7.00 5 + 1.40

Overhead and small actions 3.75 4.25 1.06

Total with milk/DSM: 40.85 33.75 8.44

Total without milk/DSM: 12.85 13.75 3.44
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6  Management of strategy implementation

6.1  Management structure and 
resources

The EAA Division of SDC/HA is responsible for 
the strategic steering of the Cooperation Strategy 
for DPRK 2017-2020, the Swiss Programme Of-
fice (SPO) in Pyongyang for the operational man-
agement, implementation and monitoring of the 
cooperation strategy. Key performance and man-
agement outputs relate to approaches and strat-
egies used for delivering results (portfolio man-
agement); risk awareness and context/scenario 
sensitivity; relationships management (external/
internal); human resources; institutional learning 
and knowledge management. The SPO in Pyong-
yang is affiliated to the Swiss Embassy in Beijing. 

The SPO Pyongyang has three resident expats (Di-
rector of Cooperation/Head of SLDM/Head of 
WASH Unit, CFPA/Head of Finance and Admin). 
They are supported by a team of Korean nation-
als: two NPOs, four support staff (Liaison Officer, 
Admin/Logistics, Finance, Interpreter) and relevant 
ancillary staff (drivers, grounds, cleaners), all being 
seconded by the Government of the DPRK.

6.2  Operational modalities and 
partners

The existing selection of modalities and instruments 
will be maintained and anchored in an Memoran-
dum of Understanding (MoU) with the government 
and its line ministries. Operationally, SDC/HA will 
continue its current three-pronged humanitarian 
approach. It will (1) continue to engage in direct 
project implementation, while (2) also working with 
bilateral programme support via multilateral or-
ganisations (multi-bi)9. (3) INGOs may be engaged 
where profiles and objects coincide with the strate-
gic orientation of the programme. As hitherto, alli-
ances with other donors will also continue.

9  e.g. WFP for combating malnutrition and ICRC on health.

6.3  Accountability and reporting

Reporting is done on a regular basis mainly through 
quarterly situation reports (‘SitReps’), financial re-
ports (IKS, OMR) and annual reports. Furthermore, 
regular bilateral contacts with HQ and periodic field 
missions of HQ persons in charge will guarantee the 
necessary flow of information.

6.4  Monitoring and learning

Changes in the wider context are monitored peri-
odically with an annual MERV and quarterly SitReps 
being the principle instruments. Formally, the Swiss 
portfolio undergoes an annual assessment, based 
on the indicators as defined in the results frame-
works of the two domains of intervention, although 
in reality the programme management monitors 
implementation on a near-constant basis. When-
ever possible, indicators to assess and qualify Swiss 
portfolio contributions to national outputs and out-
comes will be aligned with corresponding national 
indicators, or indicators developed by the strategic 
framework of the international community and its 
partners10. Wherever feasible, all indicators will be 
monitored and reported using gender-disaggregat-
ed datasets, the caveat being that reliable data is 
difficult to procure in the context of the DPRK.

10  Refers in particular to the already cited “Strategic Frame-
work for Cooperation between the United Nations and the 
Government of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 2017-
2021”
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6.5  Ensuring skills and innovation

To support the SDC/HA in technical aspects and to 
bring in outside expertise, external expert consul-
tancy support has been assigned to promote DRR 
measures, and SDC/HA’s DRR advisor has been giv-
en a backstopping mandate to track the technical 
impact. The longstanding collaboration with Centre 
for Agriculture and Biosciences International (CABI) 
and the International Centre for Research in Agro-
forestry (ICRAF) as a technical consultant to the 
SLDM programme will continue. External expertise 
in specific technical WASH related-topics will be 
sought based on specific needs. CABI will address 
the urgent need for improved know-how on Inte-
grated Pest Management in Agroforestry. These 
external expert support consultancies are important 

in their role in technical capacity building and the 
training of trainers. As in the last years, the WASH 
programme’s technical impact is being monitored 
by SDC/HA’s focal person for water resources. Final-
ly, as Protection gains greater prominence, SDC/HA 
hopes to deepen cooperation with actors already in 
the DPRK and establish new avenues of expertise.

6.6  Whole-of-Government 
approach

SDC/HA confers regularly with the Swiss Embassy 
in Beijing and the FDFA’s Political Division in Bern 
on the basis of the usual sensitivity of the political 
context.
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7  Strategic steering

7.1  Monitoring and evaluation

In step with accepted standards of results-oriented 
programme management, the strategy implemen-
tation will be monitored in different scopes (four 
different areas of observation):

 › Developments in the country’s wider context 
(i.a. political, economic and social factors / 
MERV)

 › Relevant changes at country level (i.a. 
humanitarian); country outputs and outcomes

 › Swiss portfolio outputs and outcomes per 
domain of intervention 

 › Management performance of the SPO in 
Pyongyang.

Monitoring the impact of humanitarian interven-
tions in the DPRK will remain a challenge: (1) most 
of the required reference indicators for the coun-
try’s development are mere output indicators with-
out any assessment of impact; (2) for the humani-
tarian context in general and for the two domains 
of intervention in particular, outcome indicators at 
country level are rarely defined or monitored; and 
(3) authorities are often reluctant to grant access to 
verifiable official data. In response, SDC/HA is co-
operating with UN agencies and partner ministries 
to devise proxy indicators that can be collected on 
programme sites.

An external evaluation of the programme is fore-
seen for 2018/19 and will feed into the mid-term 
review to be conducted in 2019.

7.2  Risks and context scenarios

It is reasonable to broadly assume a constancy of 
domestic circumstances until the end of the decade, 
and this is the working assumption of this strategy. 

However, two parameters that merit deeper consid-
eration are international political developments on 
the Korean peninsula and the DPRK’s general hu-
manitarian situation. While the former could trig-
ger a donor backlash that would choke funding for 
UN organisations working in the country, the latter 
might precipitate a wider scope for humanitarian 
action by forcing authorities to be more coopera-
tive.

An unlikely, but far-reaching development might 
be a withdrawal of the WFP (and with it other UN 
bodies). This would immediately deprive SDC/HA of 
the logistics to monitor the use and distribution of 
DSM, which would in effect halt deliveries. Coupled 
with competing humanitarian needs elsewhere in 
the world, this may have a negative influence on the 
funding available for milk powder.

7.3  Exit scenarios and triggers

On the basis of current knowledge and the nature 
of the ongoing activities, the programme will have 
reached what can be achieved by 2024. At this 
point, SDC/HA will have been in the country for 
more than 12 years. Considering programme life-cy-
cles, the WASH-Programme is now rapidly reaching 
maturity, and the SLDM/DRR intervention is expect-
ed to peak in terms of its efficacy by around 2020. 
That would mean that new and robust programme 
content would have to emerge for SDC/HA to re-
main much longer. Unless fundamentally new needs 
appear, or new forms of humanitarian aid can be 
delivered to vulnerable groups, this would be the 
natural time to leave the country. One such poten-
tial content on the horizon would be a comprehen-
sive Protection programme, although this is an area 
still to be explored more extensively. There may also 
be unidentified interventions which might yet come 
to be classed as ‘too good to miss’. The Programme 
should be phased out by 2024 if either of these new 
avenues fails to materialise.
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However, besides the possibility of a maximum 
runtime limitation, there are also other triggers that 
could accelerate an exit decision and lead to the 
programme being shortened. These are of course 
linked to the context developments, and according-
ly, for the most part, would be based on the more 
extreme developments. So in summary, exit triggers 
based on the abovementioned scenarios and pro-
gramme life-cycles would be:

 › DPRK authorities choke access to beneficiar-
ies to a degree that meaningful access to bene-
ficiaries and project areas become impossible;

 › Authorities do not respond positively to new 
proposals or hinder project operations (e.g. 
Protection);

 › In sufficient progress can be made in key are-
as, such as operation and maintenance issues 
(WASH), localisation, and the inability to moti-
vate duty bearing authorities to provide support 
to the most vulnerable groups in their care;

 › Operative difficulties to a degree that aid 
is no longer effective and strategic goals are 
being missed;

 › Existing activities achieve their goals and then 
decline in efficacy.

Besides the possibility of a maximum runtime limita-
tion, there are also other triggers that might hasten 
an exit. They are clearly linked to the above-men-
tionned context scenarios, as contextual events 
will condition how the programme portfolio can 
or should evolve. A mid-term review in early 2019 
will examine the exit strategy provisions and make a 
more definitive projection as to how long the pro-
gramme should run and whether any developments 
have triggered the preconditions that should lead 
to a faster exit or might alternatively warrant a pro-
gramme extension.

It is noteworthy that the same contextual develop-
ments on which the different context scenarios are 
predicated will also determine the scope for devel-
oping new programme interventions – which in turn 
will determine the length of the programme. What 
follows is a reciprocal relationship between context, 
programming opportunities and exit planning.
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