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Abstract
Tobacco use is one of the main public health concerns as it causes multiple diseases. The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) is one of the 168
signatory countries of the World Health Organization (WHO) member states agreed to adopt the WHO Framework Convention of Tobacco Control (FCTC).
However, there is lack of information regarding the tobacco use in the DPRK and the government’s efforts for tobacco control. The aim of the study was to �nd
the prevalence of tobacco use among the DPRK people and the government’s efforts to control tobacco use among its population, through literature review
combined with online media content analysis. In 2020, the prevalence of tobacco smoking in males of 15 years and older was 46.1%, whereas that in females
was zero. The online media contents showed the DPRK government’s stewardship to promote population health by controlling tobacco use. Furthermore, the
DPRK government has taken steps to implement the mandates of the FCTC including introduction of new laws, promotion of research, development of
cessation aids, as well as public health campaigns.

Background
Ever since the �rst epidemiological studies on the harmful health effects of tobacco have been conducted in as early as 1930s,1,2 we now know that tobacco
use causes multiple diseases such as lung cancer, liver cancer, breast cancer, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, asthma, cardiovascular diseases, and
more.3 The adverse health effects of tobacco use spares no organs of the body.

In 2003, the World Health Organization (WHO) member states agreed to adopt the WHO Framework Convention of Tobacco Control (WHO FCTC).4 The goal of
this historical treaty was to provide evidence-based approach to reduce the prevalence of tobacco use among the population and encourage the participating
countries to keep high levels of compliance. The signatory countries are required to report every other year on the prevalence data of tobacco use and progress
in implementing tobacco control policies in the country so that they could compare and learn from each other’s experience.

The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), also known as North Korea, is one of the 168 signatory countries of the WHO FCTC and it has been
reporting on the progress since 2012. From the global health point of view, reliable data and information is fundamental to understanding health condition of
the target population and the effectiveness of any interventions. Although there have been previous publications that reported prevalence of smoking and its
health implication in the DPRK,5–8 the quantity of the available information is signi�cantly less than those from other countries. The relative lack of
information regarding the tobacco use in the DPRK and the government’s efforts for tobacco control makes it di�cult to have a clear view on the current
situation of the country and to optimally promote international cooperation against harmful effects of tobacco use. Lately, printed materials and web
documents and videos from the DPRK are available in the format of online media providing a valuable source of information regarding the tobacco use and
control in the DPRK.

Therefore, the aim of the study is to answer two questions through literature review combined with online media contents analysis: 1) what is the prevalence
of tobacco use among the DPRK people? 2) what has been done in the DPRK to control tobacco use among its population?

Methods
1. Search for publications in English

We performed online searches with keywords: North Korea, Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, smoking, tobacco. Inclusion and exclusion criteria are as
follows:

Inclusion criteria: a) a full text article in a peer review journal, and b) a publication from an organization containing data and information regarding tobacco
use and control in the DPRK.

Exclusion criteria: a) an article in a newspaper or a personal blog, b) a review article, c) an article of which study subjects were not residing in the DPRK, and d)
an article of which full text is not available.

The articles and publications that met requirements of the inclusion criteria were kept for review.

2. Search for the DPRK publications in Korean

The Information Center on North Korea, an institution under the Ministry of Uni�cation, Republic of Korea (South Korea) maintains multiple periodic DPRK
journals. The list of the journals and titles of articles, mostly in Korean, are available on the center’s website. It is noteworthy that all the authors are �uent in
both Korean and English. Looking at the themes of the journals, two of them, “  (Chosun Medicine)” and “  (Preventive Medicine)”, were selected for
further search. To �nd the recent materials and due to limited availability, the search was narrowed down to those published from 2009 to 2018. All the titles
of articles published in the journals were reviewed online and the relevant articles were selected. The de�nition of the relevant article here is that its title
included the Korean word that corresponded to “tobacco”, “smoking cigarette”, or “smoking cessation” in English. One of the authors visited the center to make
copies of the full text for further analysis. The articles that were related to the research questions were kept for review. We did not strictly apply the inclusion
and exclusion criteria above for this category to collect as many materials directly from the DPRK as possible.

3. Search for online media in Korean created by the DPRK

We found several media websites operated by the DPRK government: uriminzokkiri.com, dprktoday.com, and dprkmedia.net. Using the keywords in Korean
that corresponded to “tobacco”, “smoking cigarette”, “smoking cessation” in English, we found multiple web articles and videos that were related to the study
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questions. They were saved in a local computer for review.

4. Search for other materials

We performed online search to �nd any other materials that were relevant to the research questions. When the acceptable material was found, it was saved in
a local computer for review.

We began the searches on April 04, 2021 and completed on May 07, 2021. After collecting all available materials as above, we reviewed the contents to
answer the research questions.

Results
The following articles, materials, videos were included for review: 2 scienti�c articles in English in peer review journals,5,8 10 scienti�c articles in Korean in the
DPRK journals,9–18 26 web documents in Korean,19–44 4 videos in Korean,45–48 4 WHO FCTC reports in English,49–52 a WHO report on the global tobacco
epidemic in English,7 a DPRK Tobacco Control Law in English,53 and a DPRK Tobacco Control Law in Korean.54

The latest WHO FCTC report in 2020 showed that the prevalence of tobacco smoking in males of 15 years and older was 46.1%. As most of them (83.3%)
smoked daily, the prevalence of male daily smokers was 38.4%. The prevalence of tobacco smoking in females was always zero. According to the report,
smoking cigarettes was the only method of tobacco use in the DPRK.

Notably, multiple sources showed various activities that were required by WHO FCTC are being implemented in the DPRK. The government enacted the
tobacco control law in 2005 and has amended several times to strengthen the law.53,54 In fact, the �rst decree to restrict smoking among population was
issued as early as in 1985 and became the basis of the nationwide governmental tobacco control.55 The DPRK has submitted the WHO FCTC report in 2012,49

2014,50 2018,51 and 2020.52 Other government efforts to discourage people from smoking were reported on the online media. The online version of the DPRK
newspapers wrote about several anti-smoking topics: negative health effects of smoking,19 anti-smoking conferences,20,21,24,27,33 government-led anti-
smoking movement,22,26,28,29,31,32,37,38,40,41,44 development of smoking cessation products,23,25,30 and anti-smoking law.39,42,43 Surprisingly, there were three
news articles that introduced the native habitat of high quality domestic tobacco plant.34–36 There were four relevant videos produced in the DPRK which were
openly available. They were about negative effects of smoking,45 development of the smoking-cessation product,46 and reasons and bene�ts of quitting
smoking.47,48 Domestically published research were about development and evaluation of smoking-cessation products,11,12,17,18 anti-smoking public health
intervention,15 and negative health effects of smoking.10,13,14,16 There was a review article about the worldwide anti-smoking movement in another domestic
scienti�c journal.9

Discussion
The latest self-reported prevalence of tobacco use among the DPRK males was 46.1% in 2020. It is not clear whether the new survey was done after the
previous report because almost all prevalence data in 2020 were exactly the same as those reported in 2018. The prevalence of daily smoking among the
DPRK male was 38.4% in both 2018 and 2020 reports. In an article that reported the age-adjusted prevalence of daily smoking among males in 2015, the
DPRK’s prevalence was 36.7%, as opposed to the global average 25.0%.5 According to the WHO FCTC reports, the prevalence of daily smoking among the
DPRK males remains high with slight reduction over time after the government has made multiple efforts to control tobacco use (Fig. 1). It is noteworthy that
the Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation (IHME) data map showed relatively high prevalence of daily smoking among males in the Eastern Asia, Central
Asia, Southeastern Asia, and Eastern Europe regions.6 The prevalence of some selected countries from those regions is shown in Table 1. In some cultures,
smoking is a well-accepted means of socializing56 and tobacco products are even used to express gratitude.57 To have a better understanding of the high
prevalence of tobacco use among males in the DPRK, it will be necessary to study the social, cultural, and economic contexts in the country.
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Table 1
Prevalence of smoking among selected countries located in Eastern Asia, Southeastern Asia, and Eastern Europe regions in 2020

(source: WHO FCTC report).
Country Prevalence of Smoking Prevalence of Daily Smoking Ratio of daily smokers among total smokers

Male Female Total Male Female Total

Cambodia 32.9 2.4 16.9 32.1 2.4 16.5 0.98

China 50.5 2.1 26.6 44.4 1.6 23.2 0.87

Democratic People's Republic of Korea 46.1 0 22 38.4 0 18.3 0.83

Japan 29 8.1 17.8 26.9 7.3 16.4 0.92

Lao People's Democratic Republic 50.8 7.1 27.9 46.9 7.1 25.8 0.92

Malaysia 40.5 1.2 21.3 36.3 0.9 19 0.89

Mongolia 49.1 5.3 27.1 45.4 4.5 24.8 0.92

Philippines 40.3 5.1 22.7 33.9 3.6 18.7 0.82

Republic of Korea 35.8 6.5 21.1 31.7 4.7 18.2 0.86

Russia 46 14 29 44 11 26 0.9

Thailand 37.7 1.7 19.1 33.4 1.38 16.9 0.88

Vietnam 45.3 1.1 22.5 38.7 0.9 19.2 0.85

It was interesting to see that the DPRK reported no female smokers at all in both 2018 and 2020. The prevalence of smoking among adolescent males, age
from 13–15, was 1.3% in the same reports. It is a good indicator in terms of public health as smoking could be more harmful to women and children. However,
a question arises whether the stark difference in prevalence of smoking between men and women could be an indicator of gender equality in the society rather
than cultural norms.

According to the WHO FCTC reports, smoking cigarettes was the only method of tobacco use in the DPRK. No other methods such as chewing tobacco or
using the e-cigarette were reported. Not like some other countries that faced challenges to control e-cigarette smoking,58 this is a favorable condition to
implement the tobacco control policy focusing only on cigarette smoking.

One of four video materials ran the story of how the nicotine patch was developed in the DPRK.46 It is notable that they succeeded in producing the new
nicotine patch in the DPRK while the country is under strict international sanctions limiting its access to outside partners. Since the nicotine patch in the video
was produced and distributed domestically only, neither its effectiveness nor safety can be veri�ed according to the international standard. Nonetheless, the
video demonstrates a commitment toward tobacco control, with researchers volunteering themselves for the clinical trials. The leader of the research team
was later awarded the �rst prize in the national science and technology contest. The domestic production of the nicotine patch could become an important
tool for the DPRK people to reduce tobacco use.59

Overall, the articles that included the DPRK data regarding tobacco use was scarce in number and depended upon extremely limited sources. Yet we were able
to con�rm that various anti-smoking activities were present in the DPRK while their impacts were not clearly shown in the literature nor in the media. According
to the online media, the DPRK has hosted international meetings on the World No Tobacco Day (May 31st) every year at least from 2016 to 2019, before the
Covid-19 pandemic, to discuss tobacco control. There is a central smoking-cessation center in Pyongyang, the capital city, to provide people with education
and multiple smoking-cessation products. Also, various public health interventions at the local and nationwide levels were discussed. In November 2020, the
DPRK has adopted a new anti-smoking law at the Supreme People’s Assembly. Even though the details of the law have not been openly disclosed, it was
known to include strong regulations on smoking ban in public areas.42,43

There are two main limitations of the present study. First, as previous studies about the DPRK, sources for review were signi�cantly limited. It was inevitable
considering the DPRK’s isolated status in the global society. Due to the lack of data, we were not able to run any statistical analysis. Second, even though we
were able to collect meaningful information about tobacco control activities in the DPRK from the online media and its domestic scienti�c articles, we still do
not know about effectiveness and validity of those activities. Furter studies are necessary to objectively evaluate the outcomes.

Conclusions
The current prevalence of tobacco use in the DPRK is relatively higher than global average with slight reduction over time.

There are promising signs that show the DPRK government’s stewardship to promote population health by controlling tobacco use. Furthermore, the DPRK
government has taken steps to implement the mandates of the FCTC including introduction of new laws, promotion of research, development of cessation
aids, as well as public health campaigns.

Accurate evaluations on the DPRK’s public health interventions to control tobacco use are necessary to develop new policies that will warrant high
effectiveness in its unique social and cultural contexts. Close international cooperation is suggested to achieve the goal.
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Figures

Figure 1

Prevalence of smoking among selected countries located in Eastern Asia, Southeastern Asia, and Eastern Europe regions from 2012 to 2020 (source: WHO
FCTC report).


