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Thursday’s huge train blast in
Yongcheon, North Korea, will worsen
the famine-stricken communist
nation’s already dire economic situa-
tion, but it may also work as a trigger
to open up the reclusive state, analysts

said yesterday.
The explo-

sion and fire at
the Yongcheon
railway station

killed more than 160 people.  Around
1,300 are said to be injured and the
death toll will likely increase, accord-
ing to North Korean authorities and
South Korean intelligence officials.

The Yongcheon area in western
North Korea is a transportation hub of
the country and a center of rice pro-
duction.  The railroad connecting
Yongcheon and Pyeongyang in the
North and Dandong, China, is the
country’s core means of transporting
food and energy. 

Oh Seung-yeol, a researcher at the
Korea Institute for National Unifica-
tion, said yesterday the accident may
prevent Pyeongyang from continuing
its economic reform schemes.  Others
said the accident will be a stumbling
block for Pyeongyang’s project to
develop a special economic zone in
Sinuiju because the Yongcheon rail-
road is an important part of the infra-
structure needed to develop the zone.  

But observers also say
Pyeongyang may become more open
to the world economy.  In the after-
math of the disaster, the United States,

China, Russia, Japan and the Euro-
pean Union member states have
offered assistance, and Pyeongyang is
actively seeking help from the inter-
national community.  Since the North
Korean nuclear crisis began in late
2002, the international community
had shown reluctance to help North
Korea resolve its economic problems. 

Pyeongyang’s state-run Korea
Central News Agency on Saturday

said, “Many diplomats and members
of international organizations here
provided relief supplies to us.  Such
humanitarian aid is encouraging our
effort to recover from the disaster.”

Mr. Oh said, “The accident does
have some positive aspects. It will be
a good opportunity for the closed
North Korean economy to closely
cooperate with the world economy.”
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North
could
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The National Association of Fami-
lies of Massacre Victims During the
Korean War announced yesterday that
government workers had found the
remains of dozens of people thought
to be South Korean civilians executed
by the government during the Korean
War on charges of being communist
sympathizers.  

The remains of about 40 victims
were found near the village of Santae
in Masan, South Gyeongsang
province, said the association, which
asked the government over a year and
a half ago to conduct the search to
determine whether remains of civil-
ians who had been massacred by the
government had been buried in the
area.  The local civic group requested
the search after human remains that
had been interred in the area were
exposed due to heavy flooding caused
by Typhoon Rusa in September 2002.   

One unidentified villager claims
that during the Korean War, govern-
ment officials appearing to be soldiers
and police forces had arrived in four
trucks filled with prisoners. “The gov-
ernment forces moved them back to
the valley behind the village, shot
them and buried them,”  the villager
said. 

The association speculates that the
executed people were inmates of Jin-
ju Prison, which housed civilians who
were thought to be communist sym-
pathizers.  It expects the search, which
will continue for another week, to
turn up the remains of more civilians
executed by the government during
the war.  
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Remains found
of possible 
wartime victims
of massacre
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Rainy, chilly conditions are expected

It will be cloudy in the morning and then will
rain in the afternoon.  It will be chillier than
yesterday as daytime high temperatures
remain below 20 degrees centigrade (68 F).
Temperatures in Seoul will range from 11 to
15 degrees centigrade (52 to 59 F).

Milton Friedman, professor
emeritus of the University of Chica-
go, forecast that central banks
would become “armies with only a
signal corps.” He predicted that the
role of the central bank would
shrink dramatically because of the
expansion of non-banking finan-
cial services such as securities and
insurance that are outside the cen-
tral banks’ control, and the intro-
duction of new, electric forms of
payment.  But in fact, we can call
the post-1990s era the
“age of central
bankers.”

Chairman Alan
Greenspan of the Fed-
eral Reserve, the U.S.
central bank, has more
clout than the presi-
dent when it comes to
the economy.  History
shows that countries
with independent and
competent central
banks have sustained
more stable economic development
than countries without such banks.
Today, central banks have unprece-
dented power and influence.

The Monetary Policy Commit-
tee, the highest policy-making
body in the Bank of Korea,
regained its name right after the
1997-98 Asian financial crisis.  The
committee was formed in 1950, but
the authoritarian government
changed its name to the Monetary
Policy Operation Committee in
1962.  The word “operation” sug-
gested that the committee did not

make the policy decisions, but only
enforced policies.  The government
wanted to weaken the central
bank’s independence so that it
could have absolute authority over
economic development. Kim
Byung-joo, professor emeritus of
Sogang University, recalled that the
Bank of Korea at that time was an
“unwanted guest” under the
finance ministry, and the commit-
tee was a servant of the govern-
ment.  The committee regained its
name, and has full-time members.   

But the recent controversy over
appointments has put
the committee in the
spotlight.  There are
rumors that the com-
mittee was carefully
composed, based on
the members’ gender
and regional and aca-
demic backgrounds,
while the first choices
nominated by the
Ministry of Finance
and Economy and the
Bank of Korea were

largely rejected. 
Critics say consideration based

on gender and background was
unreasonable and only the best
economic and financial specialists
should be named to the committee.
But such criticism does not matter
much for those who believe that the
Bank of Korea has already become
an “army with only a signal corps”
or those who see the committee as
a servant of the government. 
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By Lee Se-jung

Choi Seong-wung, a 23-year-old
sophomore medical student, said he
experienced culture shock after meet-
ing with freshmen this year.  Mr.
Choi, the editor-in-chief of Korea Uni-
versity’s medical student newspaper,
said his generation’s drinking culture
has been ignored by freshmen.

According to Mr. Choi, only a few
years ago, upperclassmen forced new
students to drink bowls full of makge-
oli, traditional Korean rice wine, as an
initiation rite.  That practice no longer
exists, Mr. Choi said.

In 2001, when Mr. Choi was a
freshman, senior students forced him
to participate in the rite. But these
days, freshmen simply say, “I can’t
drink any more,” Mr. Choi said.

A few days ago, Mr. Choi prepared
a small party for his newspaper staff
at a bar near Anam subway station in

Seoul.  Shots of soju, traditional hard
liquor made from rice, were offered to
the freshmen. But they did not accept,
drinking water or nonalcoholic bever-
ages instead.  The group of seven peo-
ple drank only five bottles of soju that
night.

Those five bottles comprised a
much smaller amount of alcohol than
Mr. Choi drank in his freshmen initi-
ation rite.  During that ritual, he had
to go through three events in which he
had to drink a large bowl of makgeoli
all at once.

The holding of the ritual, called
sabalsik or “Bowl Event,” was a unique
drinking culture among Korea Uni-
versity students.  Kim Min-hwan, a
59-year-old professor of communica-
tions at Korea University and a 1965
graduate of the school, said the ritual
was once criticized by students of oth-
er universities for continuing a drink-
ing culture that had characterized the

Japanese colonial period.  
“But the event is actually meant to

be a ritual of throwing up the filth
learned from one’s government-con-
trolled education,” Mr. Kim said.  

Students say there is no longer a
hierarchy between freshmen and
more senior students as the newcom-
ers do not have to define their majors
when they enter school.  Freshmen
and sophomores are also concentrat-
ing on studying to major in popular
subjects, largely shirking the drink-
ing culture among the students.

“When I was a freshman, it was an
honor to have a glass filled up by a
senior student,” recalls Jo Ho-hyeon,
a 1988 alumnus of Seoul National
University.  “We thought differently
about our seniors from what the fresh-
men today think about their seniors.”

Media reports on student deaths
resulting from excessive drinking at
initiation rites also taught them a les-

son.  The latest incidents took place in
February. In separate events, two
freshmen were injured in falls after
drinking heavily at parties in Sokcho,
Gangwon province.

Instead of drinking hard liquor,
students are now favoring bottled
beer and soju cocktails.  The drinking
of boilermakers, often favored by
office workers as a ritual of bonding,
sometimes takes place at tables where
university students are seated, but
only those who volunteer to do so
drink the mixture of beer and
whiskey.

“Even a small amount of alcohol
can be deadly for some individuals,”
said Jin Yong-tak, a 34-year-old doc-
tor who specializes in treating alco-
holism.  “It is absolutely dangerous
for freshmen to drink heavily, because
they do not know their drinking
capacities.”  
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Drinking culture no longer prevails among students
By Min Dong-ki, Lee Won-jin   
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At the South Korean Red Cross’ Seoul branch yesterday, volunteers pack relief
goods to be sent to residents of Yongcheon, North Korea.  By Kang Jung-hyun

Discrimination plagues migrant children  

Nazia is an 11-year-old girl from
Bangladesh whose parents came to
this country in pursuit of the “Korean
dream.”  

Her mother works in a factory
inspecting cell phones, while her
father is employed in a plastics facto-
ry. The family arrived in the country
about two years ago on a tourist visa,
and remained here illegally. 

Late last year they legalized their
status under a government amnesty
program, but their residency permit
will expire late next year, and Nazia
worries that she and her parents may
be deported.

As Korea’s economy has
advanced, many immigrants have
come from other parts of Asia, often
filling dangerous and dirty jobs that
Koreans are no longer willing to do.
Many workers also bring their fami-
lies, and so the number of migrant
children is growing. 

Many of the children, such as
Nazia, are adjusting relatively well to
their surroundings, but significant
problems exist for many others,
including discrimination on social,
racial or cultural grounds. 

The Labor Ministry estimates that
there were around 400,000 migrant
workers in Korea at the beginning of
this year, most of them from China
and Southeast Asia, and about 35 per-
cent of them here illegally.      

While no accurate count of the
number of foreign children exists,
Seol Dong-hoon, a sociology profes-

sor at Chonbuk National University,
estimates that in 2001 there were as
many as 10,000 between the ages of 7
and 12, and that number has
increased.   

According to a National Human
Rights Commission survey last year
that interviewed and observed 98 for-
eign children and their families, pri-
marily illegal migrants from South-
east Asia, more than half said they
experienced at least some discrimina-
tion. 

The problem becomes critical
when hospital staff turn away

migrants with medical emergencies,
for example, or when children are
barred from attending school.

And while the government has
taken some steps to try to alleviate the
situation, critics among groups devot-
ed to helping migrants say much more
needs to be done.         

Nazia attends an elementary
school in Bucheon, Gyeonggi
province, a southwestern suburb of
Seoul.  She is fluent in Korean, and
has close Korean friends from her

school. Her teachers consider her
well-adapted to her new environ-
ment, and Nazia says she is generally
enjoying her life here.

She may be considered one of the
fortunate children.

According to Education Ministry
statistics for last year, out of 1,000 for-
eign children without legal residency,
only 205 were enrolled in any school.

The other 80 percent, while enti-
tled to attend school under interna-
tional conventions, chose not to
attend or have been prevented from
doing so.

The human rights commission
survey of 98 children found that
around 28 percent of the children did
not attend school. 

Of that total, 32 percent did not
attend because they cannot speak
Korean well.  Another 21 percent said
Korean schools did not accept them
because they are illegal aliens, and 5
percent said they chose not to attend
school in order to earn money.

“At first, schools here did not want
to accept me since I was an illegal

alien,” Nazia said. “Koreans who help
migrant workers persuaded one of the
schools to accept me.”

Korea in 1989 signed the UN Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child,
which bars discrimination against
children regardless of their origin,
and the Education Miinistry in 2001
revised regulations so that children of
illegal migrant workers may officially
enter school.

But these institutional arrange-
ments remain ineffective for most
children of migrant workers because
the measures either have not been
implemented or are not being
enforced.

Children of illegal immigrants
may attend school under the revised
law, for example, but few have an
opportunity to do so because admis-
sion to a particular school is at the dis-
cretion of the school’s principal.

“When I went to an elementary
school so that a child of an illegal
migrant couple could enter it, the
deputy principal of the school did not
want to accept the child,” said a vol-
unteer worker who helps illegal
migrants.

“After a lot of persuasion, he final-
ly agreed to accept the child. But he
said, ‘Please never come to me again.
There are many other schools near-
by,’” the volunteer said.

Those children who do not go to
school mostly work at factories,
restaurants and construction sites. “I
first attended a Mongolian school
here,” said a 16-year-old Mongolian
boy who requested anonymity. “But I

quit after a year, since I was more
interested in making money.

“I then worked in a factory manu-
facturing envelopes,” the boy added.
“I worked from 9 a.m. to 8 p.m. daily,
and I also recently quit this job
because my back hurt too much after
they asked me to move heavy things.”

Despite the lack of significant gov-
ernment aid for migrant children,
many do receive help from civic
groups and charities.

The Bucheon Migrant Workers’
Home, for example, pays for Nazia’s
school meals and also helps her to bet-
ter adapt to her life in Korea. Workers
there often counsel her, and help her
with her schoolwork.

But this is insufficient, say experts
and civic group officials who help
migrant workers and their children.

“The Korean government should
guarantee the rights of migrant chil-
dren, even though they are illegal
aliens, to be cared for by their parents,

to be educated, and to be free from
discrimination,” says Mr. Seol of
Chonbuk National University. 

“Most of all, a fundamental solu-
tion to the problem is to redress the
general tendency in Korean society
that discriminates against migrant
workers,” he said. 

In response to criticism of the gov-
ernment’s efforts on behalf of migrant
children, Kim Ji-yeon, an official at
the Education Ministry, said, “The
ministry is currently setting up a five-
year general education plan that will
include enhanced support for chil-
dren of migrant workers.” 

But Yi Ran-joo, a senior official at
the Bucheon Migrant Workers’ Home,
says, “Schools that foreign children
attend will have to develop a curricu-
lum of international understanding.
An understanding of foreign coun-
tries and mutual respect will help
solve the problem.”   
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Have you ever experienced 
discrimination?
(81 children were surveyed)

Have you or your family 
members had difficulties 
in visiting a hospital?
(60 families were surveyed)
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An Education Ministry official says 
the ministry currently is setting up 

‘a five-year general educational plan 
which will include enhanced support 

for children of migrant workers.’ 


