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away from conversations that include anything about 
culture, religion or politics.  The point of being in the 
country is to try to set the example for peaceful interaction 
with each other.  

One excellent way to encourage free conversation is for 
internationals to sit at the same table with students they 
know in the cafeteria. The tables have seats for only four 
people, so the conversations tend to be directly related to 
personal topics that someone wants to pursue.  

The English corner groups are voluntary for the students, 
but are often well attended. They are excellent ways to be 
involved in informal conversations between the teachers 
and the students. There may be planned conversations or 
role-play games to stimulate talk. There may also be table 
games which allow informal conversation as the game 
moves along. The main thing, however, is that the object 
of being in the group is to stimulate English conversation. 
Practicing the use of English is a great way to learn English, 
but it is also a great way to stimulate informal conversations. 

During the summer semester, the regular teachers are usually 
away and short-term volunteers take their places in the 
classrooms. The students love these youthful teachers who are 
so full of life and fun! The afternoons are all given to various 
activities designed to keep the students talking to each other 
and to the teachers. The students enjoy the extensive variety 
of activities. The classroom study is in the morning with only 
light homework assigned because the afternoons are so full 
for the students and the volunteer teachers. Conversational 
skills grow rapidly then, but the social skills also grow and 
the North Korean students come to know these short-
term visitors well. Sporting activities lead to character 
development and understanding of integrity and a mutual 
respect and understanding is the natural result.  

The Results
The results of the blending of these two very different 
groups of people is that each comes to know the other 
relatively well. There is acceptance of differences and 
tolerance develops for individual differences. There is also 
curiosity that stimulates questions from the students that let 
the professors know that they are questioning the spiritual 
things they have noted in the lives of these internationals. 
Privately, the professors rejoice because they know the Holy 
Spirit is at work. Remembering the students who were 
open and listening encourages the faculty to remember 
what Jesus said in John 7:38.  The professors have been the 
channels for the Living Water and the Holy Spirit has been 
directing the flow.  There will be fruit.  This is the way of 
peace! 
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In Otto’s memory: 
Developing Peaceful Tourism 
in North Korea
In light of the tragic death of Otto Warmbier, the Trump 
administration has temporarily banned Americans from 
traveling to North Korea, and Congress is considering a 
permanent ban. Representative Joe Wilson (South Carolina), 
the co-sponsor of the North Korea Travel Control Act 
declared, “Tourist travel to North Korea does nothing but 
provide funds to a tyrannical regime—that will in turn be 
used to develop weapons to threaten the United States and 
our allies.”

We very much understand the concerns regarding 
Americans detained in the DPRK (Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea). We acknowledge the inherent dangers 
and complications of international tourism to the DPRK, 
and urge would-be tourists to exercise prudence and to 
follow all applicable laws. At the same time, we wish to 
inform our representatives of the many positive things 
happening in North Korea which are directly related to 
tourism, and our motivation for providing such services. 

One of us (Paul) has been involved with humanitarian work 
in North Korea since 2007. Paul has personally made 17 
trips into North Korea, a country of more than 25 million 
people. One capacity is as an NGO worker for a water 
project, which drills wells in villages to access clean water. 
The second is leading tour groups. Paul has been doing so 
since 2012 and does the work not for any material gain, 
but to help improve the situation on the Korean Peninsula.   

North Korea is not yet open to the point where foreigners 
can visit on their own terms.  Tourists are not going 
to be able to land in Pyongyang, rent a car and drive 
around at their leisure. Tours take place under controlled 
circumstances; hence groups have official guides, are not 
allowed to wander off the beaten path and a preset itinerary 
is often strictly (yet not always) adhered to. The good news 
is, in our experience, tourists are given more latitude every 
year and North Korea is in the slow process of opening 
their doors.  

When visiting, foreigners only get to see pieces of the entire 
picture.  Please understand, however, that this picture is 
constantly changing. We might not be able to connect with 
everyone we see, but we connect with many. Today, North 
Koreans cannot easily travel outside. On tours, we are able 
to see and enter into their culture, but the door swings both 
ways, as they meet us and encounter ours. We get a glimpse 
into each other’s lives. For every foreigner who visits North 
Korea, bringing their culture and ideas, it not only helps 
local North Koreans get a better picture of the outside 
world but also opens their country even further. This is the 
kind of positive engagement no official strategy is currently 
taking advantage of.  Nonetheless, it is happening on the 
ground and, we believe, making a significant difference.   

Today we are also able to do a surprising amount of direct 
engagement, not only through regular tourism but also 
sports cultural exchanges. Paul specializes in this type of 
engagement and headed a project that officially introduced 
surfing to the country in 2014. Our group made subsequent 
surfing cultural exchange trips in 2015 and 2016. We also 
engage locals (esp. kids) with skiing/snowboarding and 
skateboarding.  

Our experience is that this kind of engagement has 
absolutely made a positive impact in how North Koreans 
relate to not only foreigners in general but specifically to 
Americans. Every wave, every smile, every hand shake, 
every kid we get on a surfboard or skateboard, every person 
we get on skis or a snowboard, every conversation, every 
high-five is beneficial in breaking down barriers which exist 
between North Korea and the rest of the world. A YouTube 
video of a recent trip attracted more than 290,000 views 
worldwide.1

It is always gratifying when tour group members find 
opportunities to engage. Maybe it’s a local guy riding a bike 
down the street in Pyongyang or Wonsan and someone 
from my group tries to high-five them. It might be awkward 



MISSION FRONTIERS MAY/JUNE 2018

24  
 

for the guy but, more often than not, the North Korean 
local tries to return the high-five.  One of our groups held 
a ping-pong tournament with local North Korea surf 
camp participants. After the tournament finished, we were 
getting ready to leave and the lady who took care of the 
room came in to straighten things up. The man who runs 
our surf camps saw an opportunity to bless this lady, so 
he asked one of our guides to translate for him. He then 
thanked the lady for taking care of the room and told her 
what a great time we had and how much we appreciated 
her job. He then picked up a vase of plastic flowers from a 
table, flowers which belonged to the room she took care of, 
and presented them to her.  

The cleaning lady began to tear up. Why? Because a foreigner’s 
expression of love and thankfulness touched her heart. She 
was not “elite.”  She was simply a middle age North Korean 
lady, who was able to engage with a group of tourists.  

We wish to inform our Representatives that things are slowly 
opening up and every year there are more opportunities for 
engagement. People visiting North Korea should be seen as 
helping to assist this process. According to North Korean tour 
guides, not counting Chinese, approximately five thousand 
international tourists visit the country annually. To quote 
Daniel Jasper from American Friends Service Committee, 
“there is no substitute for the firsthand experience and insights 
that come from regular interaction and communication.” 
Even though traveling to North Korea carries risks, those 
are minimized if we operate within their legal rules and 
boundaries. The DPRK government gives us very strict 
parameters in which we must operate, and I stress this in my 
briefings to potential tourists. Since 2012, our tour groups 
have been blessed to interact with thousands of local people, 
and we have never left anyone behind. 

In his travels to North Korea, Paul has observed countless 
checkpoints where local citizens are literally asked, 
“Comrade, papers please!” For most North Koreans, 
freedom of travel is not something they enjoy as they are 
required to obtain government permission to travel even 
to the next town. Our Representatives are proposing 
legislation which would impose a travel ban on American 

citizens. We understand their good intentions, but freedom 
of travel is a bedrock American value and Americans have 
traditionally maintained it despite the dangers.

We have only scratched the surface but there is a lot going 
on in the country which should be supported by the U.S. 
government as well as the international community. Restricting 
the travel rights of Americans only serves to keep North Korea 
in its isolated state as well as violate our freedoms. 

We—NGO workers and volunteers who have devoted our 
lives to the people of North Korea—deeply feel the shock 
and pain of Otto’s tragic death. We grieve for the loss of 
the young man and pray for the Warmbier family. At the 
same time, we feel that Otto would have shared our goals 
and beliefs— that the long, difficult road of helping North 
Korea open up ultimately benefits both the people there 
and the world community. 

By all accounts, Otto was a kind-hearted, warm soul, eager to 
make friends in new places. We have many tourists like Otto, 
who genuinely wish to make a positive, personal impact. We 
hope that relevant stakeholders learn from the inexplicable 
tragedy and make all efforts to ensure that international 
tourists travel safely and follow local guidelines. 

We cherish Otto’s memory and trust that the people of 
North Korea would someday do the same. We believe that 
our Representatives can best honor his memory by letting us 
continue the work of peacefully opening up North Korea.   

Paul is a pseudonym of an American NGO worker in 
North Korea. Paul wrote this essay with Joseph Yi, who 
is a volunteer supporter. Joseph Yi is associate professor 
of political science at Hanyang University (joyichicago@
yahoo.com). This article was supported by Hanyang 
University Research Fund. 

This article originally appeared in The Diplomat (5 August 
2017). Reprinted with permission from the Diplomat Media Inc.

1  Fun For Louis, North Korea Day 7, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=tGJH-S8bfgw&list=PLKdBO8TXUFBgaqcNCd8xyokjUFEd-
Uu9LU&index=7 , August 16, 2016
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The cleaning lady began to tear up. Why? 

Because a foreigner’s expression of love and thankfulness 
touched her heart. She was not “elite.” 

She was simply a middle age North Korean lady, 
who was able to engage with a group of tourists.
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