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The availability or lack of availability of food in North Korea as long been a subject 

of intense academic, political and public concern. It is a cliché and a truism to sug-

gest that North Koreans lack food, and this lack has become a key feature for those 

seeking to demonstrate Pyongyang’s developmental dysfunctionality, and a marker 

of a perceived lack of concern for its citizens.1 Food unavailability has become a 

weapon in the de-legitimization of North Korea as a state, and the impacts on the 

bodies of North Koreans of want and deprivation a piece of both evidence and pop-

ular knowledge in the many critiques of its politics, its ideology and its economic 

system.2 North Koreans are, so the popular consensus goes, thin and short because 

they have lacked food and sustenance throughout their lives, becoming much smaller 

than South Koreans since the separation of the peninsula in 1948.3 This paper does 

not mean to suggest that any of this popular and public narrative around food in 

North Korea is untrue, to cast aspersions on those that propagate it, or to denigrate 

any of the research and analysis behind it. North Koreans have certainly at times in 

their history since 1948 lacked food and calorific value. The period following the 
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collapse of the Soviet Union and the wider Warsaw Pact of communist nations in 

the early 1990s, between 1994 and 1998 is known in North Korea as “the arduous 

march,” which although in homage to a particularly important period of anti-Japa-

nese struggle in the 1930s, formative for North Korean politics, was revived to refer 

to the famine and extreme deprivation experienced at the time.4 North Korea being 

required to purchase all imported food and materials for agriculture such as fertiliser 

in foreign currency, instead of on credit-terms, as well as a series of highly unfortu-

nate and damaging climatic and flooding events, meant a huge contraction in the 

amount of food the state could produce and obtain, and a dramatic decrease in food 

availability.5 Many thousands, perhaps millions of North Koreans succumbed during 

this period to famine and ill-health, and the impact of these years has marked the 

nation’s politics and geopolitical outlook for decades hence.6  

It would not surprise the reader therefore to know that there is a certain politics of 

both the absence and presence of food and material goods in North Korea, both in-

side the nation and outside it. An abundance of food is something not often consid-

ered when it comes to North Korea, except when talking about the potentially gro-

tesque abundances possessed by its ruling elite family.7 While recently much of the 

sense of moral distaste around the autocratic politics of Pyongyang, has revolved 

around the visibly swelling waistline of its young leader,8 such distaste and disgust 

also alighted on his father, Kim Jong-il, who was notorious for his love of a particular 

brand of expensive French cognac, to the extent that such drinks actually became 

sanctioned items for importation into North Korea.9 North Korea’s elites a little fur-

ther down the political and ideological pyramid are much discussed in political sci-

ence when it comes to their potential loyalty to the leadership, and position on any 

political ruptures and transformations should the Kim family lose power or the “di-

vision system” as Paik Nak-chung termed it,10 come unstuck. Perhaps some have 

visions of Pyongyang’s most elite citizens gorging themselves on lobster, cognac 

and expensively flown in junk food, but for the most part the landscapes these people 
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inhabit have not been widely considered. Much has been written on the Jangmadang 

장마당 “guerrilla markets” of the peripheries of North Korea and the role outsourced 

entrepreneurship has played in the supply and distribution of food following the fam-

ine period,11 little has been written on the places and spaces in which North Korea’s 

favoured or lucky residents relax, eat and unwind.  

This paper, from a Human and Cultural Geographer, connected to the field of en-

vironmental History seeks to explore these unknown spaces, building on developing 

work on leisure practices and terrains in North Korea, and more specifically the first 

glimpses of a leisure economy on the streets of Pyongyang which resolves around 

the eating of food and the consumption of drink for pleasure, rather than sustenance. 

The paper also seeks to bring in these terrains and spaces of leisure, privilege and 

entertainment into the wider body of work on environmental histories of North Ko-

rea specifically and the Korean peninsula more generally. Transformations of con-

sumption practices and social and urban organisation brought on during the Japanese 

colonial period (1907/1910 - 1945), had profound future impacts on the environment 

and ecology of the Korean peninsula, moving it from a space of generally rural ag-

riculture to an urban based industrial economy. Korea’s coasts, seas and ocean floor 

were as just as much a part of that transformation as Korea’s on shore territory, its 

ecologies profoundly changed by the advent of industrial fishing and aquaculture, 

undertaken for much of the colonial period at least by Japanese settler fishermen. 

Since 1945 and the separation of the peninsula in 1948, South Korea has gone on to 

be a global fishing nation, its fleets of fishing boats to be found in every ocean of the 

world. The rise of Chinese industry, together with onshore agricultural runoff from 

both South Korea and China, and overexploitation of maritime resources have pro-

foundly depleted the waters local to it. North Korea on the other hand was never able 

to leverage its political-economic system to achieve such global impact at sea, but 

has been exposed to the degradation of its watery ecologies due to regional overfish-

ing, pollution and rising sea temperatures off its eastern coast.  

This spaces with which this paper is interested, are in part rooted therefore on 

environmental terrains that are substantially degraded, stressed and subject to great 

pressure historically, now and in the future. These damaged watery ecologies are 

what the maritime developmental geographies of North Korea, and its government’s 

aspirations to create “seas of gold” depend on.12 They are also joined in North Korea 

by other forms of watery ecology, the fish farms, breeding stations, and research 

institutions focused on aquaculture, in which Pyongyang seeks to mitigate the impact 

of ecological and population decline and degradation at sea through the deployment 
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of empirical and technological strategies to increase, bolster or provide alternative 

fish resources. Both of these provide the elements of the context for these new ter-

rains of leisure, pleasure and consumption in Pyongyang, and the environment from 

which edible and potable goods will be drawn. An increase in such spaces would 

necessarily drive demands on the fragile watery ecologies North Korea relies on, 

given the extensive sanctions regime makes importing such edible goods impossible 

or prohibitively expensive. With all of this mind this paper explores the eating of 

seafood, and the experience of eating in the elite seafood restaurants of Pyongyang 

such as the Taedonggang restaurant from the place of both human and historical 

geography and environmental history. The paper envisages the place and history of 

such spaces of elite consumption as coupled with the political histories of Pyong-

yang’s elite and their leisure practices (enabled by transformations in the urban ge-

ography of Pyongyang itself), and the wider environmental histories of North Ko-

rean aquaculture, fishing and maritime extraction. 

 

Fish, food and eating in Korean and North Korean history 

In the 2020’s it is an understatement to say that Korean food is globally famous. 

While historically Korean food and cuisine were regarded either as unknown or as 

esoteric and a little alien, in 2022 Korean dishes are part of the globes’ repertoire of 

food options.13 In particular the concept of Korean BBQ, and ingredients such as 

gochuchang paste 고추장 and kimchi have become familiar products and options in 

many countries.14 Even in the UK it is now possible to easily find a Korean BBQ 

restaurant and to find an outlet that serves bibimbap or kimchi. This is not and was 

not always the case, and some of Korea’s dishes and ingredients are still challenging 

to foreigners.15 Korea itself has now become enmeshed in the consumption practices 

and frameworks of what are now known globally as “streetfood.” Tteokbokki 떡볶이 

and huraideu-chicken 후라이드 치킨 have become increasingly frequently seen on the 

streets of South Korea, a variety of spaces growing up around their consumption, 

including a huge number of street stalls known as pojangmacha 포장마차.16  

Along with all the pork, beef, chicken, coffee and beer, fish and seafood in general 

have been key elements in the cuisine and dietary practices of the Korean peninsula 

                                                           
13 Francis Collins, “Of Kimchi and Coffee: Globalisation, Transnationalism and Familiarity in Cul-

inary Consumption,” Social & Cultural Geography 9:2 (2008), 151-169. 
14  Kuan‐Chi Wang, “Border as Assemblages: Rethinking the Border Politics of the Global Food 

Trade,” Geography Compass 15:12 (2021), e12603. 
15 Seo‐Youn Choe and Jae‐Hee Hong, “Can Information Positively Influence Familiarity and Ac-

ceptance of a Novel Ethnic Food? A Case Study of Korean Traditional Foods for Malaysian Con-

sumers,” Journal of Sensory Studies 33:3 (2018), e12327. 
16 Robert Ji-Song Ku, Jungah Kim, and Hyunjoo Yu, “Beyond Pojangmacha: Edae Food Carts and 

the Future of Seoul’s Social Gastronomy,” Food, Culture & Society 24:1 (2021), 84-97. 



 Fish for the Elite  441 
 
 

since the beginning of its recorded history. Korean food frequently has fish, molluscs 

and cephalopods at its heart, from more common forms of jjigae stews 찌개, to the 

challenging san-nakji 산낙지 (live octopus). Fish is eaten everywhere on the Korean 

peninsula, though of course it is less frequently eaten in the interior and in moun-

tainous areas.17 Fish and seafood products are also eaten across all social classes on 

the Korean peninsula and in Korean history. In particular miyeok 미역 or wind/beach 

dried kelp has long been a vital element in Korean cooking, and the drying of miyeok 

by coastal communities was a key element to many of those communities social and 

economic practices in previous sentences.18 Of course there were varieties of sea-

food and maritime products that only the rich and elite could afford, and places 

where such food could be bought and consumed naturally became rarefied and ex-

pensive places, and seafood became an important element in the rediscovered “Ko-

rean Royal Court Cuisine” (Joseon wangjo gungjung yori 조선왕조 궁중요리).19 

Fish have long been of importance to North Korea, its politics and development. 

Fishing was vital to the developmental ambitions of Kim Il-sung from very early on 

in North Korea’s history, in part to both rebuild the economy and to remove Japanese 

colonial influence and settlers from the fishing industry.20 Fishing development was 

delayed by the chaos and destruction of the Korean War, but soon after government 

focus returned to the sea, in close relation to North Korea’s important ally in its early 

years and technical supporter even in more complicated diplomatic times, the Soviet 

Union. Kim Il-sung even remarked on North Korean-Soviet interactions in 1957: 

“We invited Soviet scientists who were engaged on maritime research in the Far 

East. They came to our country under an agreement reached when our Government 

delegation visited Moscow last year.”21 While the Soviet Union may have influenced 

North Korea’s initial efforts on the seas and some of its first efforts at planning ex-

tractive goals, Stalin’s death in 1953 drove a geo-political turn towards Maoism and 

the People’s Republic of China.22 The implications of this for the wider strategies in 

                                                           
17 Suk-Heung Oh, Kye Won Park, James Daily III, and Young-Eun Lee, “Preserving the Legacy of 

Healthy Korean Food,” Journal of Medicinal Food 17:1 (2014), 1-5. 
18 Soon Hee Kim, Myung Sunny Kim, Myoung Sook Lee, Yong Soon Park, Hae Jeong Lee, Soon-

ah Kang, Hyun Sook Lee et al., “Korean Diet: Characteristics and Historical Background,” Jour-

nal of Ethnic Foods 3:1 (2016), 26-31. 
19 Hae-Kyung Chung, Dayeon Shin, Kyung Rhan Chung, Soe Yeon Choi, and Nariyah Woo, “Re-

covering the Royal Cuisine in Chosun Dynasty and its Aesthetics,” Journal of Ethnic Foods 4:4 

(2017), 242-253. 
20 Kim Il-sung, “Developing the Fishing Industry on a New Basis,” Works 4 (Pyongyang: Foreign 

Languages Publishing House, 1948), 304. 
21 Kim Il-sung, “On the Development of the Fishing Industry,” Works 11 (Pyongyang: Foreign 

Languages Publishing House, 1957), 96. 
22 Jan Prybyla, “Soviet and Chinese. Economic Competition within the Communist World,” Soviet 

Studies 15:4 (1964), 464–473. 



442  KJHS 2022 Vol. 44 No. 2 
 
 

North Korea’s development have been also noted by analysts from the period.23 The 

Chollima movement 천리마운동, North Korea’s developmental movement and re-

sponse to Maoist urgency, would generate statements on fishing such as; “We must 

intensify ideological education among the fishery officials and eradicate mysticism, 

empiricism and all other outdated ideas so that they will improve the fishing method 

zealously with the attitude of masters,”24 and “Fish culture is a not a difficult job. A 

little effort and everyone will be able to,”25 suggest that in these acute, urgent times, 

this was not a time for fishing “experts.” 

North Korea more generally quickly attempted to avoid the collapse of the Great 

Leap Forward and the famine period following it in the PRC, reconnecting more 

fully with partners in the Soviet Union, while exploring further afield for new con-

tacts in non-aligned nations. In the fishing sector, North Korea’s strategy focused on 

reconfiguring its goal setting and institutional structures in a more coherent manner, 

especially focusing on technical capacity and technologies.26 Notions of catch and 

capacity were, as said in the previous section, and as relayed by Soviet scientists and 

technicians to North Korea, rooted in and predicated on notions of Maximum Sus-

tainable Yield and optimum catch, as much as was the case in the United States.27 

Fish were there to be harvested, not conserved, and framed by Juche and other as-

pects of North Korean ideology, since man is the master of all things, a nation’s 

aspiration must be to gather and extract as many fish as possible.28 

Aside from the theoretical construction of what scientifically driven or modern 

fishing was, North Korea has always been hampered by technical aspects as sea. The 

size, tonnage and capabilities of fishing boats and other fishing technology for North 

Korea has always been problematic. Pyongyang has always found it hard to manage 

the development of larger or more complicated fishing boats, as well as the infra-

structure required to produce such boats. For many years, North Korea sought to 
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obtain these from the Soviet Union and other fishing nations of the Warsaw Pact, 

but in the late 1960s this too became problematic: “The 450-ton trawler we are now 

producing has many shortcomings. [For example,] it can be used for fishing only in 

the Black Sea or the Baltic Sea… [and] it cannot be used in the Pacific Ocean where 

the waves are moderate.”29 By the early 1970s, North Korea was engaged in recon-

figuring its institutional framework and trying to carefully manage a few centers of 

maritime industrial excellence—for example, the Ryukdae Shipyard in the Komdok 

Island area near Sinpo city, South Hamgyong. This shipyard was to serve as such a 

center for the industry in the East Sea.30 The primary site for this renewal of North 

Korea’s fishing fleet and accompanying infrastructure was located at Chongjin’s his-

torically important port, where apart from Ryukdae’s efforts to build mid-range ships 

of some 600–1,000 tons, North Korea sought to construct much larger vessels of 

between 3,000 and 10,000 tons.31  

From the perspective of 2022 it is possible to say that in fact North Korea never 

managed to reach these heights for its fishing industry. However North Korean ef-

forts locally did have a huge impact on the populations of fish surrounding its eastern 

coasts, in particular stocks of Alaskan Pollack. Kosong county in Kangwon Prov-

ince, had at one point been able to catch between twenty and thirty thousand tons a 

day in the winter season, a scale which soon disrupted the population and caused 

catches to crash to such an extent that Kim Il-sung in 1989 had to offer instructions 

to the industry to be more scientific when it came to estimating available catch.32 

The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations would later even au-

thor a report which attributed the blame for the collapse in local populations of Pol-

lack and sardines to insufficient management of fishing effort and stocks.33 The Fish-

ermen of Kangwon ultimately had to find new employment such was the lack of 

catch.34  

In the end it was not the collapse in fish local to North Korea that produced a 

catastrophic shrinking of its fishing effort, it was the lack of available fuel for fishing 

boats created by the economic crisis of the 1990s which saw the biggest impact on 

the capacity and availability of fishing fleets.35 By 1998 it seems North Korea has 

sought to dramatically retrench its efforts at sea because of fuel and resource supply 
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issues, as well as the disappearance of markets in Japan for its shellfish and squid, 

reducing its deep sea fleet to less than hour hundred boats.36 North Korean fishing 

efforts instead would become focused on shallow water fishing and coastal aquacul-

ture, the various county scale fishing organizations and companies directed to de-

velop their efforts towards this instead of the deep sea – the ideological magazine 

Kulloja 근로자 (Workers or “Toilers”), even chastising fishing enterprises for “con-

centrating their efforts too much on fishing only.”37 Park and Hong (2012) recount 

some of the early efforts to adapt to these changed priorities such as at Yanghwa on 

the east coast which in 2004 focused on breeding sea cucumbers and sea urchin, and 

Hongwon in South Hamgyong which specialised in scallop and kelp farming.38 

As is common in North Korean developmental policy, the change in policy and 

strategy is remembered by state media as having been sparked by a particular speech 

from the Supreme Leader, in this case the relatively newly acceded Kim Jong-il’s 

1997 piece of on the spot guidance, “Regarding Strengthening Fish Farming” which 

addressed fish farming, the construction of new fish farms, the scientificization of 

fish farming, and leading role of the Korean People’s Army in the future develop-

ment of the sector.39 Under Kim Jong-il fish farming and aquaculture meant more 

than simply fish, including turtle and terrapin, sea cucumber, and crab farming, but 

catfish were of particular interest to him, and the various facilities related to their 

farming, harvesting and preparation were hailed extensively by North Korea’s media. 

The Pyongyang Catfish Farm which opened in 2002, and was inspected by Kim 

Jong-il in 2010, was held to be a demonstration of future potential for diversification 

of product and technology (it used recycled spent water from a nearby thermoelectric 

power plant), across the nation.40 

Kim Jong-il’s son and successor, Kim Jong-un, would also maintain an interest in 

catfish aquaculture, himself visiting the Pyongyang Catfish Farm soon after he be-

came Supreme Leader,41 and the Samchon Catfish Farm in 2014 and 2015,42 but the 

Young Leader would place fishing policy more firmly in the list of national priorities 

than had been since the time of Kim Il-sung. 2014’s New Year Address, spurred on 

by the need to celebrate the anniversary of Kim Il-sung’s Rural Theses from 1964, 
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found the young leader asserting that the state “should take measures to bolster up 

the fishing sector” and that the Korean People’s Army, now responsible for the fish-

ing industry had achieved a “huge haul of fishes by carrying out the order of the 

Supreme Commander unto death.”43 That January Kim Jong-un visited the construc-

tion site of the January 8 Fisheries Station and KPA Unit 534’s Aquatic Products 

Refrigeration Facility where he reiterated the “need to make the flames of the inno-

vation drive in the fisheries field of the People’s Army rage furiously in the fisheries 

across the country.”44 A little over a month later in 2014, on February 24 Kim Jong-

un visited the January 8 Fisheries Station again, and on April 30, 2014 the new fa-

cility was opened.45  

2015’s New Year Address suggested that developmental sectors should create 

“seas of gold” and 2016’s demanded that; “fishing sectors … should ramp up pro-

duction as soon as possible and see to it that the fish farms … built across the country 

pay off…,”46 and while institutional interest seemed to have waned a little in 2016 

North Korea certainly paid attention to fish farming and aquaculture in 2016, with a 

number of media and government announcements of new projects in Pyongyang and 

elsewhere.   

2014-2017 was the peak period for the Byungjin Line (병진로선 or Byeongjin in 

Revised Romanization), North Korea’s strategy pairing technical development in the 

economy with nuclear capability and capacity. Amidst the heat of it all, North Korea 

still included fishing policy in its developmental agenda. 2017’s New Year Address, 

for instance, reminded readers of the difficulties North Korea has had historically 

with increasing the size of its fishing boats and developing their capabilities: “The 

fishing sector should conduct a dynamic drive for catching fishes and push perse-

veringly ahead with aquatic farming… It should build modern fishing vessels in a 

greater number…”47 Previous writing by this author suggests that not only did such 

drives not result in a great number of larger fishing boats, or an expansion in North 

Korea’s overall catch, or its efforts at sea,48 but they generated the enormous pres-

sures which drove fishing communities to go to sea when they did not have the skills, 
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resources or capabilities and created the “Ghost Ship” phenomena seen between 

2011 and 2020 on the shores of Japan and Primorsky in the Russian Federation.49 

The skeletal remains of fishing boat crews who had aimed for the Yamato Bank 

in the East Sea/Sea of Japan and its rich hauls of Rainbow Squid in small wooden 

boats with 36 Hp engines, many of whom were from Chongjin, famously known in 

North Korea as “widows town” for the number of local men lost to the sea,50 were 

not the people eating in fish restaurants in Pyongyang of course, but they are repre-

sentative of an element of the nation’s environmental history. The sheer value of 

maritime resources at a moment in which North Korea is subject to heavy and com-

plex sanctioning by the UNSC sanctions system and by unilateral sanctions from the 

United States and others means that extracting value from maritime ecology is vital 

for the continued functioning of the nation’s economy.51 This is despite the pressures 

on the ecosystems in nearby seas like the Bohai Sea/West Sea, and the geopolitical 

complexities of sea access for North Korea deriving from the post Korean War set-

tlement like the Northern Limit Line demarcation boundary on its western coast. 

North Korea’s desire to easily catch fish and other maritime species has placed con-

siderable pressure on the squid populations of the Yamato Bank, and prior to the 

outbreak of the Covid-19 global pandemic compromised efforts by the Coastguard 

of the Russian Federation to manage and conserve Pacific salmon populations and 

their migration routes from/to the coasts of Peter the Great Bay and the Sea of 

Okhotsk.52 As distant as these fishing concerns and their impacts on watery ecology 

might be from Pyongyang and the food habits of elite North Koreans, they are very 

much connected as products of the North Korean socio-economic system and its 

environmental impacts.  
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A Short History of Elite Dining in Pyongyang 

“Koreans love eating out - as every long-time resident of Seoul knows from his or 

her own experience. Going to a restaurant is one of the most common leisure activ-

ities in the country. In this regard the North is not much different.”53 Andrei Lankov 

long time an analyst of North Korea, and in the past a frequent visitor, produced one 

of the very first attempts in a genre now very familiar to academics, focusing on 

everyday lives in the nation in 2005 with his book North of the DMZ: Essays in Daily 

Life in North Korea. At a time when the material concerns and leisure practices of 

North Koreans were not widely discussed, and the famine period was not long over, 

Lankov found space to mention its citizens’ affection for dining out. The Pyongyang 

Lankov describes in 2005 is certainly not the Pyongyang of 2022, but restaurants in 

the city, when in North Korea, have a long history dating back to 1960. Others have 

written on the importance of mass entertainment and mass dining in the Soviet Union 

and other Warsaw Pact nations, but Pyongyang’s two most famous eating spaces 

derive from that history. The Ongnyugwan 옥류관 restaurant was built in 1960 on 

the banks of the Taedong river, the site of much of Pyongyang’s leisure architecture, 

and seats some 2,000 patrons over 12,000 square metres. It is built in a style which 

harks back to traditional Korean architectural forms, with a curving green tiled roof. 

Lankov records that Ongnyugwan is regarded as a guardian of traditional forms of 

Korean cooking, “as a type of living museum of culinary art,”54 and particularly the 

custodian of Raengmyeon (랭면 or Naengmyeon in Revised Romanization), or 

Pyongyang cold noodle soup, a famous dish composing of buckwheat noodles in a 

beef or pheasant broth, topped with a boiled egg and salad vegetable garnish, yet sat 

on shaved ice. Historically, according to Lankov and others, access to a table at 

Ongnyugwan was only available if one had a ticket (obtained through one’s work 

unit for a particular reason, through a political connection, or on occasion through 

queuing for a very long time).55 These tickets were only to gain entry, and diners had 

to pay extra for any food and drink ordered. It was a rare occurrence therefore for 

North Koreans to gain access to the culinary delights of the Ongnyugwan or its more 

recently built Chongryugwan 청류관 (also built on the riverbanks, but of the Pothong 

River, a tributary of the Taedong in Pyongyang). 
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Figure 1. Naengmyeon in Pyongyang 

Image credit: Anonymous interviewee, used with permission 

 

Whether the Ongnyugwan or the Chongryugwan were particularly busy during 

the famine period experienced by North Korea or even open is not clear, but when 

Lankov was writing in 2005 they had returned to popularity, and he even writes of a 

“restaurant boom” in Pyongyang that was the sign of changing times. Whether 

Lankov had envisaged that by 2009, as Cwiertka (2012) writes,56 Patrick Soh a Sin-

gaporean franchise holder of the very minor US fast food chain Waffletown, and his 

two investors Quek Chek Lan and Timothy Tan would open the first fast food outlet 

in North Korea, Samtaesong 삼태성청량음료, or “Three Big Stars,” is not at all clear. 

Samtaesong took some time to develop its market in North Korea, but now has some 

thirty outlets across North Korea and has become owned by Kim Kyong-hui, the 

aunt of Kim Jong-un. Moon Sung Hui, writing for Radio Free Asia in 2010 reported 

                                                           
56 Katarzyna Cwiertka, Cuisine, Colonialism and the Cold War (London: Reaktion Books, 2012), 

142. 



 Fish for the Elite  449 
 
 

the words of a resident of Pyongyang, that: “Samtaesong was frequented only by 

people who had travelled overseas or those who wanted to try the food out of curi-

osity…[but] many Pyongyang residents are now fond of hamburgers, though the 

greasier taste of the food takes some getting used to…The third time you eat a ham-

burger, you really get to appreciate it. By the time you’ve had your fifth, you’re 

already addicted to the taste.”57  

With hamburgers costing the equivalent of two US dollars a day, Samtaesong and 

outlets like it (including a famously good Italian pasta and pizza restaurant), in 

Pyongyang are symbolic of the rise to prominence of a new sort of North Korean. 

Known as the donju 돈주, or “masters of money” a certain strata of North Korean 

society, entrenched in the elite echelons of the Workers Party of Korea, or the Ko-

rean People’s Army, were able to navigate the financial crises and challenges (such 

currency revaluation of 2011 which sought to diminish the development of personal 

savings), of the beginning of the twenty first century to accumulate a degree of 

wealth.58 They did so through extracting rents and fees through work units and party 

units, through trading in the jangmadang markets, through trade and exchange across 

the Chinese border (historically foreign travel was heavily restricted so that only the 

very highest echelons and diplomats might have opportunities to travel once or twice 

in their life time), especially with Jilin province and the ethnic Koreans who live 

there (known as Joseonjok 조선족 in South Korea), and through reinvestments in 

North Korea.59 The donju and investment from the People’s Republic are said to be 

behind the huge boom in apartment complex building in Pyongyang, in tandem with 

capital from state enterprises, to the extent that the city has been jokingly called 

“Pyonghatten.”60 Such people are behind the growth in the development in public 

amenities in Pyongyang, though Pyongyang was always better serviced for leisure 

and entertainment than other cities, including new leisure parks and the revitalisation 

of institutions like Pyongyang Zoo.61 They are also behind the growth of private en-

terprise or semi-private enterprises in the city, such as an abundance of taxi firms, 

petrol stations (some of them co-branded with Air Koryo, the national airline, which 

limited in destinations had to diversify), and a growing number of street stalls and 

                                                           
57  Moon Sung-Hui, “Happy Meals in Pyongyang,” Radio Free Asia, October 15, 2010, 

https://www.rfa.org/english/news/korea/burger-10152010151052.html, (accessed on May 9, 

2022). 
58 Soo-Ho Lim, “North Korea's Currency Reform a Failure?,” SERI Quarterly 3:2 (2010), 115-119. 
59 Jae Cheol Kim, “The Political Economy of Chinese Investment in North Korea: A Preliminary 

Assessment,” Asian Survey 46:6 (2006), 898-916. 
60 Oliver Wainwright, “The Pyonghatten Project: How North Korea’s Capital is Transforming into 

a ‘Socialist Fairyland’,” The Guardian, September 11, 2015, https://www.theguardian.com/cit-

ies/2015/sep/11/pyongyang-north-korea-capital-socialist-fairyland-kim-jong-un, (accessed on 

May 9, 2022). 
61 BBC, “North Korea’s National Zoo: Donkeys, Dinosaurs and Dogs,” BBC, August 24, 2016, 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-37171963, (accessed on May 9, 2022). 



450  KJHS 2022 Vol. 44 No. 2 
 
 

street food carts, though there number is not yet able to challenge Seoul’s pojangma-

cha culture.62 As much as these new North Koreans desire burgers and tteokbokki, 

they also, like their more ideologically committed elders occasionally want some-

thing more formal and luxurious.  

Elements of North Korean cooking and restaurant provision such as Ongnyugwan 

or the Chongryugwan have always been luxurious, and the food served in them will 

have been expensive beyond the means of normal people, at least beyond their means 

to eat frequently. North Korea has also found it complicated to service the needs of 

such luxury, and its ecology and environment is fragile. This is particularly the case 

when it comes to North Korea’s maritime environment, as discussed previously, yet 

some of the most luxurious of all food products are fish and molluscs. Similar to 

Chinese cuisine and restaurant culture, often the most expensive things on the menu 

are crab, squid and lobster, as well as some of the rarer and larger species of fish. 

Frequent visitors to China cannot have avoided those social moments when a host 

trying to impress, orders a pile of very expensive Snow Crab for the hotpot. Frequent 

visitors to both China and Korea can also not have avoided the larger fish restaurants 

where one has to walk through an entrance tunnel or space filled with tanks and 

aquaria, the inhabitants of which you could well eventually eat. Despite the fact that 

North Korea’s coastal and shallow sea ecology is highly fragile, and on the eastern 

coasts in the Bohai Sea extremely degraded (the last two decades has seen a collapse 

in the biodiversity of mollusc populations in that sea), it is from some of these waters 

that crustaceans, molluscs, fish and other species must be extracted in order to serve 

its elite.63  
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Dining on Sturgeon at the Taedonggang 

 

Figure 2. The Sturgeon pool at the Taedonggang 

Image credit: anonymous interviewee, used with permission 

 
Joining the Ongnyugwan and the Chongryugwan in recent years on the banks of 

the Taedong, has been a new ostentatious, floating restaurant, the Taedonggang 

대동강. Opened in 2018 and very quickly blessed by a visit from Kim Jong-un, the 

Taedonggang is the height of North Korean luxury dining.64 Just along the river from 

the May Day stadium, the building is actually a collection of spaces dedicated to the 
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eating of fish, including a Korean specialities restaurant, a Sushi restaurant and a 

restaurant dedicated to European dishes. These are all on the second floor, below 

them is a ground floor dominated by an enormous pool filled with very large stur-

geon. This pool is accompanied by a series of other smaller pools containing differ-

ent species of fish, crabs and terrapins and other seafood. Similar to the famous Jap-

anese restaurant Zauo (originally in Tokyo, but now a chain with 14 sites, including 

one in New York City), which requires diners to catch their own dinner in the pond 

over which they sit,65 diners at the Taedonggang can catch their own fish or other 

species in this large ground floor pool with nets, either to take away or to have 

cooked on the premises. It is a charismatic sort of space, charismatic enough to be 

visited by Kim Jong Un on opening, but also charismatic and important enough to 

be the site of the final dinner of former South Korean President, Moon Jae-in’s Sep-

tember 2018 visit to Pyongyang where Yoon Young-chan the secretary for public 

communication suggested: "The president and his entourage will eat dinner in the 

restaurant's Spring Room and North Korean citizens will naturally enjoy their meals 

at other tables in the same room."66 It is expensive as a dining option, too expensive 

for the vast majority of North Koreans, but not beyond the means of wealthy citizens 

of Pyongyang looking for a treat, or beyond the means of party, army or government 

VIPs seeking to wine and dine senior colleagues or commemorate a particularly im-

portant event. 
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Figure 3. Eating at the Taedonggang 

Image credit: Anonymous interviewee, used with permission 

 

The species of fish available to eat in the Taedonggang were interesting to this 

author, particularly given the fragility of North Korea’s maritime ecosystems, and 

the complexity of sourcing rare or unusual breeds for such a restaurant. The fact 

there are large and presumably very mature Sturgeon swimming around the focal 

pool on the ground floor, I thought did not necessarily mean that this rare species 

would be available to eat. However, having interviewed a series of academics and 

other visitors to North Korea for this paper, it became clear that Sturgeon definitely 

is on the menu at the Taedonggang. One interviewee remembered that the centre-

piece of their dinner “was the fish for the caviar…they cut the head, and the fish was 

still moving. I asked was it still alive, and they said, of course, you just have to take 

the chopsticks and [makes a stabbing motion] do this in the brain…”67 Such a fish is 

surely not for general consumption in North Korea, even farmed Sturgeon are noto-

riously complicated to raise and capturing and incarcerating wild Sturgeon, since 

they are by nature anadromous, migrating up and down stream in rivers and out into 

the ocean to breed, would be nearly impossible. Acipenser sinensis, the Chinese 
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Sturgeon 中華鱘 or 철갑상어 in Korean, the nearest breed to Pyongyang are also crit-

ically endangered in the wild due to the hydroelectric dams on the Yangtze River 

restricting their migration, and noise disturbance and stress to the fish due to the 

volume of traffic in the water.68 The population in fact became so fragile that various 

Chinese fisheries science bodies began a series of detailed studies of Sturgeon 

spawning in the early 2000’s, to better understand the impact of the various dams 

and hydrological engineering projects on the river, as well as changes to water tem-

perature which really impacts on spawning success.69 The studies showed that ulti-

mately Sturgeon migration and spawning patterns had been completely blocked by 

the completion of the Gezhouba Dam in 1981, requiring new spawning grounds to 

be created in 1982.70 The number of infant Sturgeon and spawning events picked up 

again after 1982, but declined in the preceding years, until in 2013 and 2014 no 

infant fish were found and spawning was judged to have completely failed.71 While 

in 2015 four infant fish were found downstream, and a month earlier than the ex-

pected spawning time, to date the site of this spawning has not been discovered, and 

the population is regarded as extremely fragile.72 

The fragility of wild ecosystems and populations around China and North Korea 

such as in the Bohai/West Sea and Yangtze River may be at least part of the reason 

for the development of aquaculture projects and technologies in order to supply elite 

restaurants in North Korea. Sangchoul Yi and Wonkook Kim (2020) have written 

on North Korea’s efforts to access and supply the global market for Atlantic Salmon 

(a market of nearly two hundred thousand tonnes in recent years73) by the develop-

ment of North Hamgyong’s Sokmak Atlantic Salmon Pedigree Farm and the Raksan 

Offshore Salmon Farm, both of which are run by Unit 810 of the Korean People’s 

Army.74 North Korea, in response perhaps to declines in fish populations around the 

peninsula and ecological struggles, has engaged in extensive restocking of fish pop-

ulations and spawning grounds. In tandem also with a long-standing tendency in 

North Korean developmental projects and approach to desire their organization on a 

“scientific and modern basis,” its fisheries organizations and institutions have in par-

ticular sought to increase the volume and viability of fry hatched before and after 
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release. North Korean institutions have also demonstrated that they are aware that 

fish farming, either at sea or in rivers, can produce pollution and sources of zoonotic 

disease risk, as well as potentially being impacted by pollution events or agricul-

tural/industrial run off. The Sokmak Atlantic Salmon Pedigree and Raksan Offshore 

Salmon Farms have been very much integrated into research on the science of fry 

hatching and fry health,75 as has Sinpho Distant-Sea Fishery Complex.76 North Ko-

rea has also sought to engage in research on the saltwater acclimatization of fresh 

water species, Jikha Atlantic Salmon Pedigree Farm in particular has experimented 

with the cage farming in salt water of freshwater Rainbow Trout species.77 

When it comes specifically to Sturgeon, as far back as 2010, KCNA reports on 

developments at Ryongjong Fish Breeding Farm suggest that using water from the 

culturally significant Ryongjong Spring, North Korea had expended considerable 

effort in Sturgeon breeding.78 This aquaculture facility had been computerized, so 

that the oxygen levels in the water and other water quality markers could be moni-

tored in real time.79 The facility also used tidal power for its electricity production, 

so that no extra power was required from the local grid.80 Most importantly, research 

at the farm had focused on acclimatization of Sturgeon to saltier water than was 

normally thought possible, and so the facility had “realized the sea water breeding 

of sturgeon considered possible only in sea water with low salinity in sea water with 

salinity above 30 per cent.”81 Ryongjong’s 160 fish ponds had thus successfully bred 

ten species of sturgeon, and produced tens of thousands of fish.82 

Kim Jong-il made a visit to Ryongjong on November 22, 2010, ostensibly to cel-

ebrate the success of the facility in breeding sturgeon in saltier water. Kim is even 

quoted as having said during the visit “…if sturgeon and other species of fishes are 

bred in seawater, they are not only delicious and high in their nutrition but very high 

in their profitability…”83  and KCNA suggests that Kim was “…very pleased to see 

very fat sturgeons each weighing at least one hundred kilograms and many rainbow 
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trouts (sic), attractive chars and rare fishes that may serve as elixir in the clean fish 

ponds...”84 This piece centres Sturgeon breeding amidst a nexus of practical appli-

cations in aquaculture revolving in particular around provision of clean water at 

lower cost, scientific and rational planning processes for the development of infra-

structure, with as little impact on neighbouring or local ecologies as possible, and an 

increase in the value and availability of fish species like Sturgeon to “improve the 

standard of people’s living.”85 Part of those improvements would be the availability 

of such large and luxurious fishes, and in 2009, the Taedonggang’s predecessor the 

Ongnyugwan restaurant had already been redesigned accordingly, a September 21, 

2009 report suggested that “There are two aquariums standing on both sides of the 

hall of its main building, which are furnished with water-filters, automatic digital 

temperature controllers, oxygen blowing pumps, ultraviolet sterilizing lamps and 

other facilities necessary for fully meeting the ecological requirements of sturgeon. 

They house scores of sturgeons…”86 Improving the standard of people’s living in 

North Korea, is one of those very familiar rhetorical tropes present throughout its 

various developmental sectors in recent years. Such improvement happens at home 

of course, but the availability of public amenities and restaurants are also frequently 

described as being part of such improvements. 

Just as its predecessors had done the Taedonggang has continued to receive fish 

directly from fisheries research stations and the aquaculture facilities – it receives its 

Atlantic Salmon from the Raksan Offshore Salmon Farm for example.87 Thus Tae-

donggang can be considered very much part of the environmental and scientific de-

velopment of North Korea therefore, however intriguingly, for a high-end restaurant, 

interviewees also recounted another unusual aspect of eating in the Taedonggang, 

that “the food tasted like chlorine…because the fish stay in a little pool for months, 

and the fish tastes like chlorine…”88 This perhaps reminds the reader, not just of the 

ecological impact of extracting the fish for this eatery directed at Pyongyang’s elite, 

but in spite of the various developmental efforts involved in the breeding and pro-

duction of the Sturgeon and other fish involved also of the logistical issues involved 

in food supply in North Korea, logistical issues which have not been solved by the 

development of facilities such as Ryongjong and other efforts to make North Korean 

development more scientific or rational. One of the interviewees for this research 

commented that “a few times when we ordered raw fish, just like raw meat, when 

they bring it to you its frozen” Other research looking at North Korean food produc-

tion considers the adoption or lack of adoption of functional hygiene standards in its 
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preparation facilities and distribution,89 and it is fascinating to see, even in a venue 

meant for the elite, and meant for the consumption of highly valuable and ecologi-

cally sensitive food, this was still the case. 

 

Conclusion 

There is much still be to be written purely on the developing food and consumption 

culture in North Korea, what impact the various street stalls, fast food restaurants 

and foreign themed eateries will have on the urban landscape of Pyongyang. There 

is still even more to be written on the very common exporting of North Korean food 

culture through its network of Pyongyang Arirang restaurants and other outlets. This 

author has eaten North Korean food in North Korean owned restaurants in as far 

away as Kathmandu, Nepal and Bangkok, Thailand, and the Ongnyugwan has even 

spawned a chain with a number of branches in China and as far away as Dubai (and 

at one point, Amsterdam).90 These restaurants in a way create very small pieces of 

North Korean territory, from the dishes available, to the dress of the staff, and the 

loop of patriotic music videos on the television, and like restaurant businesses eve-

rywhere they may have an environmental impact. Whatever this paper has done it 

can only be the most partial of considerations of its field, and can touch only lightly 

on North Korea’s environmental history. It is clear from previous work from both 

environmental history and historical geography, that as societies develop and their 

consumption patterns change their impact on local and regional ecologies can reform 

and reconfigure them. Carl Sauer, the influential geographer in the first half of the 

twentieth century in his work on human agriculture and its impact on the landscapes 

of what is now New Mexico and the wider American southwest, theorised this as a 

“morphology of landscape.”91 Mark Elvin has explored what social and economic 

expansion meant for the elephant populations of China over two millennia.92 While 

there are certainly no elephants involved, and the scale of social change and trans-

formation in North Korea, especially for its elites, its donju and any developing mid-

dle class is unclear in the future, any kind of growth in their numbers and their eco-

logical footprint will have an impact on its environment and the future of the land-

scapes on which that footprint depends.  
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Such a fragility is particularly the case for North Korea’s watery and coastal ter-

rains, because they are so fragile due to historical overfishing and extraction, envi-

ronmental crisis, climate change, sea temperature rises, and a huge drop in biodiver-

sity, particularly in the Bohai Sea/West Sea…and that is not even to mention the 

geopolitical difficulties faced by Pyongyang and the impact of UNSC and other 

sanctions. As this paper has shown North Korea seeks to mitigate the collapse in 

biodiversity through research around achieving greater success or capacity in fish 

breeding or fry hatching, and releasing fry back into the seas to boost fish popula-

tions. Pyongyang has also sought to investigate whether it is possible to improve the 

acclimatization process for freshwater fish, including sturgeon, so they can be bred 

at sea in fish farms. Ryongjong Seaside Fish Farm and Ryongjong Fish Breeding 

Ground, Sokmak Atlantic Salmon Pedigree, Raksan Offshore Salmon Farm, and 

Sinpho Distant-Sea Fishery Complex have been particularly important in this work. 

There is a connection between the luxurious landscape of the Taedonggang restau-

rant and such aquacultural research spaces, as Ryongjong Seaside Fish Farm being 

used to breed sea water acclimatized Sturgeon, Raksan Offshore Salmon Farm also 

used to supply the restaurant with Atlantic Salmon and Jikha Atlantic Salmon Pedi-

gree Farm will be used to supply seawater bred Rainbow Trout.  

Ultimately while there is little to connect the poor unfortunate young men from 

Chongjin whose skeletal remains wash up on the coast of Honshu after months of 

drifting, who were forced to sea by political pressure and financial imperatives, and 

the elites of Pyongyang potentially dining out on Sturgeon at the Taedonggang, eat-

ing burgers at a branch of Samtaesong or snatching some tteokbokki from a street 

stall on the way home to their new apartment, they are part of the same consumptive 

pressure that marks the environmental history and present of North Korea. As North 

Korea’s population increases over time, as its elites and middle class rise in number, 

as some of the “wicked” and knotty problems of the Division System and the frozen 

geo and regional politics of the peninsula become unwound or resolved perhaps at 

some point in the future, the pressures on the ecologies and environments on which 

it depends now and which it will depend in any future, can only grow, grow in an 

age of increasing fragility and instability, and require research generated centrally to 

find strategies to improve or increase the availability of particular species of fish, 

like Sturgeon, Salmon and Trout. As we consider the elites of Pyongyang, their lei-

sure, their moments of relaxation and consumption therefore, we should try to main-

tain connections with the wider ecological webs of life in which they and those mo-

ments and practices are enmeshed.93 This paper and its author at least hope to con-

tribute to the understanding of those connections and processes. 

  

                                                           
93 Jason Moore, Capitalism in the Web of Life: Ecology and the Accumulation of Capita (London: 

Verso Books, 2015). 
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Abstract 

Fish have long been of importance to North Korea, vital to its developmental ambi-

tions, and through structures of division such as the Northern Limit Line, also to its 

politics. Fish and seafood in general have been key elements in the cuisine and die-

tary practices of the Korean peninsula since the beginning of its recorded history. 

Korean food frequently has fish, molluscs and cephalopods at its heart, from more 

common forms such as jjigae stews 찌개, to the challenging san-nakji 산낙지 (live 

octopus). Fish is eaten everywhere on the Korean peninsula, though of course it is 

less frequently eaten in the interior and in mountainous areas. Fish and seafood prod-

ucts are also eaten across all social classes on the Korean peninsula and in Korean 

history. In particular miyeok 미역 or wind/beach dried kelp has long been a vital 

element in Korean cooking, and the drying of miyoek by coastal communities was a 

key element to many of those communities social and economic practices in previous 

sentences. Of course there were varieties of seafood and maritime products that only 

the rich and elite could afford, and places where such food could be bought and 

consumed naturally became rarefied and expensive places, and seafood became an 

important element in the rediscovered “Korean Royal Court Cuisine” 조선왕조 

궁중요리 Joseon wangjo gungjung yori, which harked back to the food practices of 

the Joseon dynasty. North Korea itself claims or aspires to be a classless society and 

a political space where there are no elites, and where the memory of the Joseon dyn-

asty is dismissed as a feudal aberration. This paper explores an element of the reality 

of North Korea dining and food consumption and practices, particularly around sea-

food. Considering the vital importance of fishing and seafood to North Korea, par-

ticularly as a source of revenue and goods for export, and the role of fish and mari-

time products as a vital source of protein in Pyongyang’s conceptions of socialist 

developmental practice, the paper in particular considers the environmental and eco-

logical histories of the seas around the north of the Korean peninsula in mind, as 

well as North Korea’s history of aquaculture, and efforts to farm particular species 

like Sturgeon and Atlantic Cod. Having done this the paper seeks to understand what 

the presence of elite fish restaurants and dining places in Pyongyang, and the re-

search and logistics required to support them mean within the nation’s environmen-

tal and developmental history. 
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