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Weather Balloon Diplomacy
Take a trip thirty kilometres north of the city of Seoul and you
will find yourself in Paju, a town that sat on the border of
the centrifuge of the Korean War—the longest war in Korea’s
recent history. Today, Paju is a suburb of Seoul known for an
artist village and a book publication area, as well as for being
a tactical vantage point used by Southern forces during the war.
Since the armistice in 1953, rather than exchanges of fire in
this contentious area, a war of propaganda by way of weather
balloons has been fought on the wind currents above the Korean
peninsula.
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Several organizations in South Korea self-identifying as
humanitarian groups carry out weather balloons launches on

a regular basis. Cylindrical-shaped mylar balloons coated with
colourful Korean script profess slogans aimed at dismantling
the North Korean regime’s hold on the conscience of its citizens.
Tied to the base of these balloons are bundles of various
propagandistic materials. This is the story of those materials,
and the intentions behind them.
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As the helium-filled plastic shafts rise from the ground, bundles
of materials ranging from leaflets eulogizing the downfall of
communism and the benefits of a capitalist system to USB drives
filled with South Korean popular culture exploits and copies

of the New Testament hang from their bases. Other materials
include socks, radios, and choco-pies (a confectionary popular
among South Koreans).
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Most recently, activists have been planning on launching copies
of the leaked Hollywood comedy The Interview, which depicts
North Korean leader Kim Jong-Un in a way that the current
regime perceives as “instigating terrorism.” Activists believe
that exposing North Koreans to a popular American comedy
depicting the assassination of Kim Jong-Un would foster

a conscience in their minds about the probability of such an
occurrence. Many also believe this would expose North Korean
citizens to negative perceptions of their revered leader. However,
it will be impossible to accurately gauge the varied reactions
that North Koreans may have to seeing such a film. What is
clear is that contemporary American comedy is appreciated

by only a very specific target audience, and the implications of
cultural misunderstanding that may arise could be very serious
for the perception of Americans by North Koreans as well.

to| X=Xt ZAF 22| et 7|&ls a2l &L I
| SAHES 40| EU7|E A =l3ct S8t F2lS0] o
HO Z4YR20| PaS 8 k& ACk= AHE XAE
HEte=M aS52| WEE X| =X}
ULHE 20| 237152 4Zto|ct. 2 o] Ast
OI&E35tk= A2 27tSSICt SR &Hdstad2 of
7o MFRS2RE T AFE =L

1517 H0{3=0] 0|ZIS2RE Sohof of

A Ho
N
n[n
rlo
Hr
[

= 1o
2 m
=13
Vv
10

10
0

o
i

>.“..:|3_'T‘_0H'I
1z =0

°
&l
)
Al
Jot

ue mjn

N

[l
——
@

=
=
K
oz
lo

o 4
0

U

re Jgarr
re
re

1o
=

mun rir olo
mjo

0 02

roh s
o

rob £1orok oxt 1 Hi Moh r|y
[l

M9 oy
Ja}
o
rn
=
\

q

AN Ho re Hr 4o 3 2 o2 Bt
wer 1o kU
4> Ho 2
o T
rr 4o Jm
04
Jtok

=
0

[l
-_—
N
°

m
-

It is estimated that between 2,000-5,000 of these balloons are
set adrift each year, of which 2,000-3,000 reach areas with
populations within ten kilometres on the North Korean side.
As inefficient as this might seem, the Democratic People’s
Republic of Korea (DPRK) is clearly aware of these drops and
does its best to repel such subtle encroachments of information
into the state. Surprisingly, the South Korean government is
responsible for interrupting most of these launches. Activists
originally publicized the times and dates for the launches,
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but increasingly they are finding themselves in trouble with
South Korean police, and many have been arrested. Some local
citizens also believe that balloon drops could potentially derail
talks and lead to more local violence such as the November
2010 shelling of Yeonpyeong Island. All of this has resulted in
clashes not directly with the North but with South Korean law
enforcement. The North’s reaction has been the same all along,
that employing natural wind currents to affect political change is
a cowardly and unacceptable encroachment on their power. Yet
it is clear that certain people in North Korea view the weather
as a medium. Varying styles of weather balloons have been
found along the South Korean border with the demilitarized
zone (DMZ). They have been reported to contain observational
tools as well as propagandistic materials. Drones have also been
found, but their origins are unknown.
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Activists from around the world claim these balloon “drops™
are a method of getting information about the outside world
into North Korea. What unites these different activists is their
insistence on civil disobedience. Several organizations openly
discuss and defend their actions as an active way to penetrating
the North Korean “psyche.”
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All of these efforts—whether one sees them as politics,
diplomacy, meteorology, or indoctrination—are exercises of
control reliant on the whim of the skies.
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