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Abstract 

 

North Korea's abductions of Japanese and South Korean nationals, as well 

as citizens of other countries, were conducted through an intelligence 

apparatus involving Workers' Party organizations, military capabilities, 

and overseas support networks. Drawing on interviews with former North 

Korean officials and South Korean and U.S. experts, this article examines 

the institutional responsibilities, operational coordination, and 

organizational changes associated with these activities. It traces the role of 

the Korean Workers' Party's Investigations Department, its division into 

separate intelligence and operational organizations in the mid-1980s, and 

the incorporation of several intelligence functions into the Reconnaissance 

General Bureau in 2009. The findings identify distinct but complementary 

responsibilities for intelligence collection, operational execution, and 

logistical support, while revealing differences among interviewees 

regarding military participation and the motivations for institutional 

reorganization. The article highlights the importance of distinguishing 

formal organizational structures from effective political control in 

understanding North Korea's abduction apparatus. 
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Introduction 

North Korea's abductions of foreign nationals have long been 

examined through the experiences of individual victims, their families, 

and the efforts of governments seeking information about their fate. Yet 

these operations also raise an important institutional question: which 

 
1 This article is adapted from a longer study by the author entitled “The Abduction of 

Japanese and Nationals of Other Countries by North Korea: A Perpetrator-Centered 

Approach.”  
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North Korean organizations identified prospective targets, carried out 

abductions, and maintained the clandestine networks necessary to 

transport victims to North Korea? Interviews with former North Korean 

officials and intelligence specialists suggest that these activities were 

conducted through an established intelligence apparatus rather than by 

individual operatives acting independently. 

Understanding the organizational structure of North Korea's abduction 

apparatus is complicated by overlapping institutional responsibilities, 

changes in agency names and functions, and the secrecy surrounding 

intelligence operations. During the 1970s and early 1980s, the Korean 

Workers' Party's Investigations Department played a central role in 

organizing and executing abductions. Its subsequent division in the mid-

1980s separated major intelligence collection and operational functions, 

while other Party and military organizations provided supporting 

capabilities. A further reorganization in 2009 incorporated several of these 

functions into the Reconnaissance General Bureau, raising questions about 

the relationship between institutional restructuring, operational 

effectiveness, and political control. 

Drawing on interviews conducted with former North Korean 

operatives, officials, and other experts, this article examines the 

intelligence organizations responsible for overseas abductions, the 

coordination of their operational activities, and their subsequent 

institutional reorganization. Attention is given to the distinction between 

organizations that executed abductions and those that provided 

intelligence, logistical assistance, or other forms of support. The article 

also considers differing explanations for the establishment of the 

Reconnaissance General Bureau in 2009. By examining these institutional 

relationships, the study seeks to clarify the organizational machinery 
behind North Korea's abduction operations and its implications for 

understanding responsibility and accountability. 

 

Methodology 

This article draws on interviews conducted by the author for a broader 

study of North Korea's abduction operations. Interviewees included a 

former North Korean diplomat, former operatives of the Foreign Liaison 

Bureau and Reconnaissance General Bureau, former Bureau 39 officials, 

a former South Korean intelligence operative, and former U.S. military 

and intelligence specialists. Particular attention is given to the testimony 

of Dr. Kim Dong-sik, whose professional experience provides insight into 
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the organizational structure and operational practices of North Korea's 

intelligence apparatus. 

Drawing on these interviews, the article examines the respective 

responsibilities of Workers' Party and military intelligence organizations, 

their roles in planning and conducting overseas abductions, and their 

subsequent institutional reorganization. The analysis focuses on 

organizational structures, operational coordination, and changes in 

command and control rather than individual abduction cases. Given the 

secrecy surrounding North Korea's intelligence apparatus, some 

organizational relationships and explanations for institutional changes 

remain difficult to verify independently. 

 

Intelligence Organizations Responsible for Abductions 

North Korea’s abductions of foreign nationals are not the result of 

unauthorized rogue agents or isolated operations. They were part of a 

state-directed policy authorized and overseen at the highest levels of the 

regime. Interviews with experts from South Korea and the U.S., as well as 

former North Korean officials, identified four principal departments of the 

Secretariat of the Korean Workers' Party (KWP) that played roles in these 

activities: the Research Department (also known as the Investigations 

Department), the External Coordination Department (Foreign Liaison 

Bureau), the Operations Department, and the United Front Department 

(UFD). Their responsibilities encompassed intelligence collection, target 

identification, operational planning, infiltration, and support for 

clandestine activities abroad.1 

 

Research Department/Investigations Department  

According to Dr. Kim Dong-sik, the Investigations Department 
originally held primary responsibility for abducting Japanese and South 

Korean nationals. During the 1970s and early 1980s, the department 

combined intelligence collection and operational functions. One 

component identified potential targets and gathered intelligence, while 

another conducted infiltration and abduction missions. The department 

also maintained specialized capabilities for operations in South Korea and 

Japan. Dr. Kim attributes major abduction operations during this period, 

including the kidnapping of South Korean film director Shin Sang-ok and 

actress Choi Eun-hee in Hong Kong, to the Investigations Department.2 

This organizational arrangement changed in the mid-1980s, when the 

Investigations Department was divided into the Operations Department 



   

International Journal of Korean Studies • Vol. XXVII, No. 1         71 

and the External Intelligence Investigations Department. According to Dr. 

Kim, the division separated functions that had previously been 

concentrated within a single organization, although the two successor 

departments continued to cooperate in conducting overseas operations.3 

 

Operations Department 

The Operations Department assumed responsibility for the physical 

execution of many abduction missions. It maintained specially trained 

infiltration operatives and maritime capabilities used to transport 

personnel and abductees. Its responsibilities included dispatching 

operational teams, conducting abductions, and transferring victims to 

North Korea. Dr. Kim describes its operatives as comparable to naval 

special operations personnel, equipped to conduct clandestine missions 

along foreign coastlines.4 

 

External Intelligence Investigations Department 
Following the mid-1980s reorganization, this department concentrated 

primarily on intelligence collection and overseas activities. However, 

according to Dr. Kim, its responsibilities were not restricted to gathering 

information. Where Operations Department personnel could not readily 

operate, External Intelligence Investigations Department operatives could 

conduct abductions directly and subsequently transfer victims to the 

Operations Department. This division of responsibilities permitted the two 

organizations to cooperate while maintaining distinct operational 

functions.5  

 

External Coordination Department (Foreign Liaison Bureau) 

The External Coordination Department conducted clandestine 
activities abroad, including the establishment and management of 

intelligence networks and relationships with pro-North Korean 

organizations. Its activities included connections with Chongryon, the 

association of pro-North Korean ethnic Koreans in Japan. These networks 

facilitated intelligence gathering and provided support for covert overseas 

operations.6  

Dr. Kim, who served in the External Coordination Department, 

distinguishes its responsibilities from those of the departments that 

executed abductions. According to his account, the department collected 

information about prospective targets and supplied that intelligence to 

operational organizations but did not itself carry out the abductions. Its 
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contribution was therefore principally one of intelligence collection and 

support rather than the direct execution of kidnapping operations.7 

 

United Front Department 

The UFD was responsible principally for political influence, 

propaganda, inter-Korean activities, and relationships with pro-North 

Korean organizations and individuals abroad. Such networks could 

support the regime's overseas intelligence activities, including abductions. 

However, Dr. Kim emphasizes that the UFD did not lead the abduction 

program. Its role was primarily to manage organizations and individuals 

whose activities could assist other departments conducting clandestine 

operations.8 

 

Military Reconnaissance and State Security Organizations 

Military intelligence organizations also possessed capabilities relevant 

to overseas operations. Robert Collins identifies the Korean People's 

Army's Reconnaissance Bureau as a source of logistical support, 

particularly for maritime infiltration. Dr. Kim, however, maintains that the 

military Reconnaissance Bureau did not directly conduct abductions, 

which remained principally the responsibility of the KWP's operational 

departments.9 

Interviews also suggest possible involvement by the Ministry of State 

Security (MSS), formerly the State Security Department, in more recent 

abduction operations. According to Ko Young-hwan, the ministry has 

conducted operations targeting North Korean defectors, dissidents, South 

Korean missionaries, and businesspeople. These accounts suggest a 

broader evolution in the organizations associated with overseas abductions, 

although responsibility for particular operations remains difficult to 
establish independently.10  

 

Operational Coordination and Methods 

North Korea's overseas abduction operations required coordination 

among intelligence organizations responsible for gathering information, 

identifying targets, deploying operatives, and transporting abductees to 

North Korea. Although the organizational arrangements evolved over time, 

interviews with former North Korean officials suggest that these activities 

were conducted within a tightly controlled system intended to limit 

exposure and preserve operational secrecy. 
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According to Dr. Kim Dong-sik, the Investigations Department 

initially combined intelligence collection and abduction operations within 

a single organization. Following its division in the mid-1980s, the 

Operations Department and External Intelligence Investigations 

Department assumed distinct but complementary responsibilities. The 

External Coordination Department, meanwhile, gathered information 

about prospective targets and supplied it to the operational departments. 

Dr. Kim emphasizes that this division of responsibilities enabled 

cooperation without requiring all participating organizations to engage 

directly in abductions.11 

The arrangements varied according to the location and circumstances 

of individual operations. Dr. Kim describes cases in which External 

Intelligence Investigations Department operatives could conduct 

abductions in areas where Operations Department personnel faced 

difficulties operating directly. In locations such as Hong Kong, these 

operatives could carry out an abduction and subsequently transfer the 

victim to Operations Department personnel responsible for transportation 

to North Korea. This arrangement illustrates how intelligence collection, 

operational execution, and transportation could be distributed among 

cooperating organizations.12 

Overseas networks also played an important supporting role. North 

Korean agents were sometimes already present in countries where 

abductions occurred, providing local knowledge and assistance. In Japan, 

connections with Chongryon, the pro-North Korean association of ethnic 

Koreans, reportedly facilitated clandestine activities by providing access 

to established networks and opportunities for concealing operatives' 

identities. Although the United Front Department managed relationships 

with pro-North Korean organizations abroad, Dr. Kim distinguishes these 
supporting functions from the direct execution of abduction missions.13 

Maritime infiltration and transportation were particularly important to 

operations involving Japan and South Korea. According to Dr. Kim, North 

Korean operatives during the 1970s and 1980s commonly used small, 

high-speed vessels to approach foreign coastlines and transport abductees. 

He contrasts this practice with accounts emphasizing the use of larger 

operational vessels and semi-submersibles. Robert Collins, however, 

describes maritime operations involving specially trained personnel and 

semi-submersible craft. These accounts indicate that North Korea 

possessed multiple maritime infiltration capabilities, although the methods 
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employed in particular operations remain difficult to establish 

independently.14 

Interviewees also offer differing assessments of the military's 

participation. Collins identifies the Korean People's Army's 

Reconnaissance Bureau as a source of logistical support, particularly for 

maritime operations. Dr. Kim maintains that the bureau did not directly 

conduct abductions and emphasizes that the Workers' Party's Operations 

Department possessed its own specialized personnel and maritime 

equipment. His account suggests that responsibility for carrying out 

abductions remained concentrated within designated Party organizations 

rather than being routinely distributed across the military intelligence 

apparatus.15 

The procurement of equipment provides further insight into these 

operations. According to Dr. Kim, North Korean procurement agents 

obtained diving equipment and other specialized supplies from Japan. The 

engines used in high-speed vessels were often American- or German-made 

and could be acquired through North Korean trading companies operating 

abroad. Interviewees could not, however, identify the specific 

manufacturers or companies involved in these purchases.16 

Former North Korean trade officials Ri Jong-ho and Lee Hyunseung 

also confirmed the existence of an Operations Department merchant vessel 

that traveled between Japan and North Korea during the 1970s, 1980s, and 

1990s. Although the vessel was reportedly used to transport abductees, the 

interviewees did not have direct knowledge of abduction operations 

themselves. Their testimony therefore establishes the existence of the 

vessel but does not independently verify its use in transporting 

abductees.17 

These accounts illustrate an abduction apparatus that combined 
intelligence collection, overseas networks, specialized operational 

capabilities, and logistical support. They also underscore the difficulty of 

reconstructing precise lines of operational responsibility within North 

Korea's secretive intelligence system. 

 

Institutional Reorganization and the Reconnaissance General Bureau 

The establishment of the Reconnaissance General Bureau (RGB) in 

2009 marked a significant reorganization of North Korea's intelligence 

apparatus. According to Robert Collins, the Operations Department and 

External Intelligence Investigations Department were incorporated into 

the new RGB of the Korean People's Army (KPA), established under the 
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National Defense Commission. The restructuring consolidated functions 

previously distributed among Workers' Party intelligence organizations 

and the military's reconnaissance apparatus. These organizations were 

formally placed under the RGB's command-and-control structure, 

although ultimate political oversight remained with the North Korean 

leadership.18 

The reasons for this reorganization remain less certain. One possible 

explanation concerns institutional performance and the desire to improve 

control over intelligence operations. North Korea's intelligence 

organizations operated within a system in which performance and 

fulfillment of assigned objectives influenced institutional standing. The 

consolidation may therefore have reflected dissatisfaction with existing 

arrangements or a perceived need for more centralized supervision. 

Collins suggests that the leadership sought greater control by bringing 

previously separate organizations under a unified command headed by a 

four-star general. Kim Yong-chol served as RGB director from 2009 to 

2016. However, the available interview evidence does not establish that 

operational failures or unmet objectives directly prompted the 

restructuring.19 

Dr. Kim Dong-sik and a former RGB official offer a different 

interpretation. In their assessment, the reorganization was not primarily a 

response to operational failures or deficiencies in coordination. Rather, it 

occurred as Kim Jong-un was emerging as Kim Jong-il's designated 

successor. Dr. Kim believes that the restructuring was intended to make 

the intelligence apparatus easier for Kim Jong-un to command, supervise, 

and manage. From this perspective, the consolidation reflected the 

leadership's succession arrangements and preference for more convenient 

mechanisms of personal control rather than an institutional performance 
assessment.20 

The transfer of Workers' Party intelligence organizations into a 

military command structure was also institutionally unusual. As Dr. Kim 

explains, Party organizations traditionally occupied a superior position 

within North Korea's political hierarchy. Their incorporation into a 

military organization could therefore represent a reduction in institutional 

status, even as it placed their operational functions within a more 

centralized structure. This apparent departure from the conventional 

relationship between Party and military institutions reinforces the 

interpretation that the reorganization was driven by leadership priorities 

rather than ordinary bureaucratic considerations.21 
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An additional distinction concerns formal organizational placement 

versus actual authority. Although the restructuring placed the affected 

organizations under the military's RGB, some more recent North Korean 

defectors have maintained that effective command and control remained 

with the Workers' Party. None of the interviewees, however, could 

independently verify this claim. The formal transfer to the RGB is 

therefore clearer than the precise distribution of authority following the 

reorganization. 

The 2009 restructuring illustrates how North Korea's intelligence 

organizations could be reorganized without necessarily altering the 

leadership's ultimate control over clandestine operations. It also highlights 

the difficulty of determining whether institutional changes were intended 

to improve operational performance, facilitate succession, or consolidate 

personal authority. The available testimony points toward the importance 

of leadership control, while leaving the specific motivations for the 

reorganization open to interpretation. 

 

Conclusion 

North Korea's abduction operations were conducted through an 

institutional apparatus that combined intelligence collection, operational 

execution, overseas networks, and logistical support. Interviews with 

former North Korean officials and intelligence specialists indicate that the 

Korean Workers' Party's Investigations Department initially exercised 

primary responsibility for these activities. Its division in the mid-1980s 

redistributed intelligence collection and operational functions among 

successor organizations, while other Party and military agencies continued 

to provide supporting capabilities. These arrangements demonstrate that 

North Korea's abductions were embedded within an organized intelligence 
system rather than being isolated activities undertaken by individual 

operatives. 

The interview evidence also reveals important distinctions concerning 

organizational responsibility. While Robert Collins identifies military 

reconnaissance organizations as providers of logistical support, Dr. Kim 

Dong-sik emphasizes the central role of Workers' Party departments in 

executing abductions. Similarly, differing explanations for the 

establishment of the Reconnaissance General Bureau in 2009 point to the 

difficulty of distinguishing operational considerations from political and 

succession-related objectives. Although the reorganization formally 
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placed several intelligence functions under military command, the extent 

to which it changed effective lines of political authority remains uncertain. 

These findings underscore the importance of examining North Korea's 

abduction program through its institutional structures and command 

relationships. The testimony provides valuable insight into the division of 

responsibilities among intelligence organizations, but the secrecy 

surrounding these activities limits independent verification of particular 

operations and decisions. Further investigation of the organizations 

involved, their records, and the experiences of former personnel may help 

clarify outstanding questions concerning operational responsibility and the 

fate of abductees. Understanding the evolution of these institutions 

remains important to efforts to establish accountability for North Korea's 

overseas abductions. 
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