Remarks by Parliamentary Secretary Deepak Obhrai at the 10th International Conference on North Korean Human Rights and Refugees – August 21, 2010 (Toronto)
Ladies and gentlemen, I am pleased to be here on behalf of the Government of Canada and the Honourable Lawrence Cannon, Minister of Foreign Affairs, who is unfortunately unable to attend this gathering, but who has asked me to convey his greetings and his best wishes for a successful conference. 

This 10th international conference, co-hosted by HanVoice and Citizens Alliance for North Korean Human Rights, brings together academics and non-governmental organisations to build networks and examine the challenges faced by North Korean refugees, to promote efforts to assist them in their integration into their new societies, and to protect those North Koreans still living within their national borders.  I have no doubt that the distinguished participants at this gathering, one of the world’s largest conferences on North Korean Human Rights and Refugees, will generate exciting ideas and discussions on how to achieve those aims. 

I applaud the vision of HanVoice and Citizens Alliance, as they seek to protect and promote human rights for North Koreans, whether inside or out of North Korea.  Human rights are a pillar of Canadian foreign policy, and the Government of Canada has been a consistently strong voice for the protection and promotion of human rights throughout the world, including North Korea.

Indeed, our Government, under the leadership of Prime Minister Stephen Harper, is a vigorous defender of freedom, democracy, human rights, and the rule of law. We have regularly raised issues of human rights with North Korean officials. We have also raised the issue of North Korean human rights with other countries and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.
The situation on the Korean peninsula remains deeply troubling. During Minister Cannon’s visit to the “Bridge of No Return” in the Demilitarized Zone between North and South Korea last year, he stated the following:  

“The North Korean government continues to forcibly stop its population from finding a better life elsewhere. Twenty years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, this place reminds us of the sufferings blind ideological division can bring to countries and peoples. This place has become a monument to the folly of totalitarianism.”
Canada remains gravely concerned about the egregious violations of human rights in North Korea. We are deeply disturbed by ongoing reports of arbitrary detentions; public executions; use of torture, child labour and labour camps; application of collective punishment; cruel treatment against repatriated asylum-seekers; and indefinite holdings of political prisoners.  The overall lack of basic freedoms in North Korea, such as freedom of association; freedom of expression; freedom of religion; and freedom of movement including the right to leave the country, is deplorable.   

As well, Canada is concerned by the high malnutrition and low health levels caused by continuing food shortages, unequal distribution of food and inadequate access to safe drinking water. Women, children, the disabled, and the elderly suffer disproportionately.  Canada has provided millions in aid, through the UN World Food Program, to help feed the people, especially young children, in North Korea. We continue to urge North Korea to allow humanitarian aid agencies to distribute food assistance, and allow the World Food Program full, safe and unhindered access to the country to monitor aid distribution.   

As Prime Minister Harper said in 2009, the North Korean regime’s “actions do little to advance the cause of North Korean security and do little to help the North Korean people.  It is deeply troubling that a regime routinely unable to provide for its own people should invest so much of its effort and wealth into its weapons programs.”  

This is unacceptable.  

Since 2009, North Korea has continued to engage in series provocative actions, including conducting a nuclear test, launching a series of missiles, and engaging in naval clashes. 

It remains in violation of United Nations Security Council resolutions and its obligations under international law.  Canada condemned these actions and implemented the sanctions imposed by the UN Security Council into Canadian domestic law. We have consistently supported the Six-Party Talks as the best vehicle for addressing the nuclear issue, and have called on North Korea to irreversibly abandon its nuclear weapons program.  We must continue to show our collective resolve against the threat of nuclear proliferation.

Our government also responded swiftly to sinking of the Cheonan, a South Korean naval frigate, in which 46 sailors were killed.  We sent a clear message to the reckless North Korean regime that there will be consequences to their aggressive actions. These included the imposition of enhanced restrictions on trade, through the addition of North Korea to the Area Control List, and the suspension of high-level visits between officials.

North Korea’s continued provocative actions represent a major threat to peace and security, both regionally and globally. It is a threat to its own people, who are deprived of their fundamental rights through intimidation and violence. 

We continue to advocate for an improvement in the human rights situation in North Korea. Canada firmly believes that North Korea must take immediate measures to engage constructively with the international community on human rights. We actively participated in the Universal Periodic Review processes. 

Unfortunately, during its Universal Periodic Review, North Korea agreed to none of the international community’s recommendations, and rejected outright over a third of them, including abstaining from political interference in judicial proceedings; putting an end to forced labour; ending the practice of imposing punishment on returnees; ending extrajudicial executions and the practice of collective punishment; and putting an end to kidnapping and enforced disappearance of persons.

We continue to urge North Korea to abide by international human rights standards and to allow visits by UN Special Rapporteurs.  In that regard, Minister Cannon recently welcomed the nomination of Mr. Marzuki Darusman as the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in North Korea. 

Our government has engaged with communities in Canada to listen to the concerns about human rights in places like North Korea.  Your hope for the people of North Korea, both inside and outside its borders is the same as ours – that they may one day have freedom, live in peace, security, and enjoy the rights to which all are entitled.  

On behalf of the Government of Canada, I thank you for your efforts in both organizing and attending this conference.  Your work at this conference is a reflection of Canada’s values -- let us resolve to proliferate human rights and freedom for the North Korean people -- not nuclear weapons and fear.

The people of North Korea deserve nothing less.

Thank you.
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