
A refugee camp at  Sangnim, bet ween Kimhae and
Chingyŏ n-ni. In early Sept ember 19 50  t here were
mo re t han 125,0 0 0  refugees in t he Kimhae area.
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This  article is  part o f an o ngo ing series  at The Asia-Pacific Journal co mmemo rating the s ixtieth anniversary o f the s tart o f the US-
Ko rean War.

Amids t the chao s  surro unding No rth Ko rea’s  military o ffens ive in the summer o f 1950 , the United Natio ns  Security Co uncil passed a
series  o f reso lutio ns  which gave the United States -led  United Natio ns  Co mmand (UNC) sanctio n to  o ccupy the Ko rean peninsula. A

crucial element o f the wo rk o f this  o ccupatio n – the seco nd o f so uthern Ko rea s ince 1945 – dealt with refugees .2 By Augus t 1950,
as  the territo ry under United Natio ns  Co mmand jurisdictio n shrank and came to  centre aro und the Kyŏ ngsang pro vinces , So uth
Ko rean autho rities  repo rted that the no rthern advance had displaced well o ver o ne millio n peo ple.

As  part o f the effo rt to  deal with the refugee s ituatio n in So uth Ko rea, the Security Co uncil passed a reso lutio n o n 31 July 1950  that
pro vided the framewo rk fo r the “relief” o peratio ns  o f the United Natio ns  Co mmand. The Co uncil appro ved the reso lutio n several
weeks  after American so ldiers  had co mmitted a mass  killing o f up to  several hundred Ko rean civilians  at No gŭn-ri and in the wake o f
mass  killings  o f suspected Co mmunis ts  by the So uth Ko rean autho rities , but the Co uncil framed the refugee tragedy so lely in
relatio n to  the No rth Ko rean o ffens ive. Po inting to  the “hardships  and privatio ns  to  which the peo ple o f Ko rea are being subjected
as  a result o f the co ntinued pro secutio n by the No rth Ko rean fo rces  o f their unlawful attack”, the Co uncil called o n UN and no n-
go vernmental o rganizatio ns  to  “pro vide such ass is tance as  the Unified Co mmand may reques t fo r the relief and suppo rt o f the
civilian po pulatio n o f Ko rea, and as  appro priate in co nnectio n with the respo ns ibilities  being carried o ut by the Unified Co mmand o n

behalf o f the Security Co uncil.”3

In the aftermath o f the Security Co uncil reso lutio n, in early
September, the UNC es tablished a Public Health and Welfare Sectio n
under the autho rity o f the Supreme Co mmander o f the Allied Po wers
(SCAP) to  ass is t with military o peratio ns , advise General Do uglas
MacArthur o n relief po licy, and act as  liaiso n with no n-military bo dies ,
United Natio ns  and o therwise, dealing with public health in Ko rea. At
the time, a small number o f US Army public health and welfare
o fficers  o perated in Ko rea, co nducting civil affairs  wo rk in
co njunctio n with the Eco no mic Co o peratio n Adminis tratio n and the

Department o f State.4 The scale o f their wo rk, needless  to  say, was
mo numental. After co nducting surveys , American so ldiers  es timated
there were 300 ,000  refugees  in the Pusan perimeter, the area
co ntro lled by the United Natio ns  Co mmand and o ccupying mo s t o f
the No rth and So uth Kyŏ ngsang pro vinces . Many o f the refugees  were
lo cated alo ng the line o f fighting o r jus t so uth o f it. The so ldiers
were thus  fighting amids t refugees  – a s ituatio n that had led to  the
No  Gŭn-ri massacres  in July.
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T he UNC, t he Republic o f  Ko rea, and Ko rean Refugees in t he Fall o f  19 50

By September, So uth Ko rean health autho rities  had es tablished their presence in the refugee camps  within the Pusan perimeter.
Their wo rk far o utweighed the initial effo rts  o f the US so ldiers  co nnected with “relief” o peratio ns . In an effo rt to  gain so me co ntro l
o ver the refugee s ituatio n, American so ldiers  es tablished fo rmal channels  o f co mmunicatio n with Ko rean o fficials , fo rmed small
“public health, welfare and sanitatio n teams” fo r Pusan and Taegu, attempted to  determine the bas ic material and health needs  o f
the refugees , and wo rked to  exert greater po litical influence o n the refugee and public health pro grams  o f the Republic o f Ko rea
(ROK). To  achieve the latter o bjective, US army o fficers  so o n jo ined the ROK go vernment’s  Central Refugee Relief Co mmittee, which
was  then so metimes  referred to  as  the Central Jo int Refugee Relief Co mmittee. The co mmittee was  fo rmally respo ns ible fo r
assess ing the needs  o f the civilian po pulatio n and managing the Ko rean relief pro gram. The additio n o f the wo rd “Jo int” to  the name
o f the co mmittee was  an impo rtant change, as  the new adminis trative arrangements  gave civil ass is tance o fficers  s ignificant
influence o ver the po litics  o f the relief effo rt, and led to  a sharing o f po litical so vereignty between the American army and the
Ko rean go vernment o n a bro ad range o f matters  linked to  the health and welfare o f the Ko rean po pulatio n. As  I. H. Markuso n, the
Chief o f the Welfare Divis io n o f the Army’s  Public Health and Welfare Sectio n no ted in 1951, American military participatio n o n the
jo int co mmittee “did no t reduce o r co mpro mise the autho rity ves ted in United Natio ns  Co mmand perso nnel fo r respo ns ibility fo r the
to tal [relief] pro gram, but pro vided a metho d by which the Ko rean go vernment and the UNC perso nnel co uld arrive at decis io ns

jo intly.”5 American representatio n o n the Central Jo int Refugee Relief Co mmittee was  thus  o ne example o f the many ways  in which
UNC military o peratio ns  during the war encro ached o n the so vereignty o f the Republic. Indeed, a majo r withering away o f Ko rean
so vereignty had already o ccurred in July 1950  when the Syngman Rhee go vernment agreed to  subo rdinate the co mmand o f its  armed
fo rces  to  General MacArthur and the UNC in To kyo , a decis io n which effectively es tablished a de facto  American pro tecto rate o ver
the Republic.

While the po litics  o f the relief effo rt were wo rked o ut in favo ur o f jo int UNC-ROK so vereignty, the UNC firmly managed the civilian
public health o fficials  o perating in Ko rea. In late September, in the aftermath o f the Inchŏ n landings , two  do cto rs  fro m the Wo rld
Health Organizatio n (WHO), Walter Crichto n and Henry Meyer, arrived in Pusan. Dr. Crichto n wanted to  es tablish a UN public health
presence in Ko rea relatively independent o f the American army. Over the co urse o f the fall o f 1950 , ho wever, the American-appo inted
co mmanders  o f the civil ass is tance pro grams  o rdered Crichto n and o ther o fficials  fro m UN agencies  and no n-go vernmental

o rganizatio ns  to  be abso rbed into  the UNC civil ass is tance pro gram.6  No n-military o fficials  co uld shape po licy at lo wer levels , but
co uld no t determine o verall s trategy. There was  thus  no  independent UN public health o vers ight in Ko rea.

The wo rk o f the Public Health and Welfare teams  expanded tremendo us ly as  a result o f the UNC o ffens ive acro ss  the thirty-eighth

parallel. Surveys  do ne after the cro ss ing o f the 38 th parallel indicated that there were abo ut 1.8  millio n refugees  in So uth Ko rea,
alo ng with abo ut o ne millio n mo re in the no rth. In the ROK, abo ut 250 ,000  ho uses  had been lo s t in the fighting. Fo o d sho rtages
exis ted thro ugho ut the peninsula. Even when grain reached Pusan to  be trans -shipped to  UNC-held areas , military supplies  retained
firs t prio rity o n the limited transpo rt netwo rk, so  refugees  had to  wait fo r adequate transpo rtatio n to  be arranged. When the firs t
shipment o f rice reached the o utskirts  o f Seo ul in Octo ber, several hundred Ko rean labo urers  carried it o n their backs  to  the Han
River, where it was  shipped and later carted by mo re labo urers  to  the city centre. Thro ugho ut the co untry there were s ignificant
sho rtages  o f fuel and clo thing, a s ituatio n that o nly go t wo rse with the co ming o f winter and the Co mmunis t co unter-o ffens ives .

Entering the war zo ne in the no rth, civil ass is tance teams  dis co vered widespread des tructio n and suffering. They no ted that the
no rthern po pulatio n was  no t yet afflicted with disease – in No rth Ko rea there had been fairly widespread ino culatio ns  agains t
typho id and smallpo x – but due to  des tructio n o f medical facilities , no rthern Ko rea no w lacked capacity to  pro vide bas ic medical care
fo r the s ick, wo unded, and dying. Travelling to  P’yŏ ngyang in late Octo ber, Dr. Crichto n fo und “co ns iderable des tructio n o f medical
es tablishments ”. He also  po inted to  an “urgent need” fo r medical ass is tance in Sariwo n, “where the city was  almo s t co mpletely



A wo man examines t he remains o f  her st o ve in t he
ruins o f  her ho me in Seo ul in early Oct o ber 19 50 .

Unit ed Nat io ns Pho t o  Archive, Pho t o  # 18789 0

A co lumn o f  refugees cro sses t he pro visio nal
bridge o ver t he Han River in early December 19 50 .
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des tro yed.”7

In areas  no rth o f the 38 th parallel, where the United States  and
United Natio ns  did no t fo rmally reco gnize the legitimacy o f the
Republic o f Ko rea, civil ass is tance teams  to o k o n respo ns ibility fo r
the fo rmatio n o f lo cal go vernment. Since American civil affairs
do ctrine required the emplo yment o f lo cal perso ns  in go vernmental
activities , US so ldiers  selected fo rmer No rth Ko rean co mmunis t
o fficials  to  es tablish lo cal go vernments -in-being. These very
rudimentary po litical o rganizatio ns , put to gether in the immediate
aftermath o f the devas tating ROK-UNC co unter-o ffens ive, pro vided
extremely limited services , but were meant to  lay the gro undwo rk fo r
the lo nger term “reco ns tructio n” o f the Ko rean peninsula. Fo r the
public health teams, ho wever, the acute sho rtages  o f fo o d and
medical supplies  so o n co ntributed to  devas tating o utbreaks  o f
typhus: as  peo ple so ught alternative so urces  o f fo o d, especially
ro dents , they became susceptible to  the bites  o f fleas  infected with
the bacteria that causes  the disease.

In line with the UNC co unter-o ffens ive and plans  fo r the o ccupatio n o f
all o f Ko rea, the American Army clarif ied its  lines  o f autho rity vis -à-vis
United Natio ns  health wo rkers  and o ther civilian o fficials . On 19
Octo ber 1950, the UNC reaffirmed that “o ver-all respo ns ibility and
autho rity fo r civilian relief and suppo rt in Ko rea, as  well as  fo r the
co nduct o f military o peratio ns , is  placed in the Unified Co mmand,
Washingto n, and is  further delegated to  the Unified Co mmand,

To kyo .”8  In late Octo ber and early No vember, the UNC o rdered a
majo r reo rganizatio n o f the army’s  Public Health Sectio n. SCAP
o rdered mo s t o f the so ldiers  wo rking in the exis ting Public Health and
Welfare teams  o ut o f Ko rea. Their o peratio ns  wo uld be replaced by
new civil ass is tance teams  wo rking under the directio n o f the
American Eighth Army, particularly the newly-created “UN Public Health
and Welfare Field Organizatio n” and the Eighth Army detachment
linked to  it, the 8201s t Army Unit. In December, these o rganizatio ns
became kno wn respectively as  the UN Civil Ass is tance Co mmand,
Ko rea (UNCACK), and the 8201s t Army Unit, UNCACK. While the UNC
ado pted the name “United Natio ns ” in its  civil ass is tance and affairs

activities , po licy remained the privilege o f American so ldiers  wo rking in the field o r o perating in co nsultatio n with Ko rean
autho rities . “United Natio ns ” civil affairs  o peratio ns  thus  reflected the bro ader reality underlying the war, that the United States , and
especially the American military, no t the United Natio ns  o r So uth Ko rea, do minated the s trategic decis io n-making pro cesses
asso ciated with the co nflict.

Theo retically, there was  a difference between civil affairs  and civil
ass is tance, the latter invo lving wo rk with a so vereign s tate, and the
fo rmer invo lving fo rmal military go vernment o peratio ns  in the
absence o f reco gnized s tate autho rity. With the surrender o f ROK
co ntro l o ver its  military to  the UNC, ho wever, war zo nes  in So uth
Ko rea were in reality under the co ntro l o f American-UNC autho rity. Of
co urse, even in military zo nes  so uth o f the 38 th parallel there was
so me shared so vereignty, and o ccas io nally American civil ass is tance
autho rities  reco gnized the dis tinctio n, no ting fo r example, that their
wo rk invo lved advis ing ROK autho rities . In practice, ho wever, the
differences  between civil affairs  and civil ass is tance bro ke do wn. US
military autho rities , fo r example were the o nes  who  determined
mo vement o f peo ple back to  fo rmer miltary zo nes , and this  meant
that Ko reans  co uld no t return to  their ho mes  o r jo bs  witho ut firs t
o btaining the co nsent o f the UNC. When the UNC determined the
time was  appro priate, So uth Ko rean o fficials  returned to  their po s ts
in areas  that previo us ly had been class ified war zo nes . The ROK
go vernment’s  so vereignty, in sho rt, was  greatly co mpro mised by the
wartime s ituatio n and by American military decis io n-making during
the war. Writing in 1951, Majo r Arthur Do dso n o f UNCACK po inted
o ut that the civil affairs  o rganizatio n was  initially s tructurally
unso und “as  it failed to  pro vide minimum requirements  o f perso nnel

to  co pe with the miss io n ass igned”. Rather than placing emphas is  o n civil affairs , Do dso n argued, “an o rganizatio n s imilar to  a
military go vernment gro up wo uld have been mo re adequate. The present o rganizatio n o f UNCACK, in many ways , has  assumed the

semblance o f this  type unit.”9

T he Vio lence o f  Civil Assist ance

Despite the implied meaning o f the phrase “civil” ass is tance”, military autho rities  held a mo no po ly o n relief wo rk.  During the fall
and winter o f 1950-1951, American so ldiers , in bo th public and private po licy s tatements , reiterated the UNC civil ass is tance
o bjective to  “prevent disease, s tarvatio n and unres t.” Altho ugh UNCACK pamphlets  emphas ized humanitarian aspects  o f relief
ass is tance, the majo r o bjectives  o f UNCACK were s trategically linked to  the vio lence o f war: to  prevent refugees  fro m “interfering”
in military campaigns . Acco rding to  the philo so phy underpinning civil ass is tance, refugees  ill fro m their travails  might spread
diseases  no t o nly to  civilians  but also  to  so ldiers ; o r they might turn to  acts  o f “banditry” to  survive, fo rce a re-allo catio n o f human
and material reso urces  away fro m the main enemy, and beco me a danger to  bo th civilians  and co mbatants . Fighting “bandits ” either
in war zo nes  o r behind battle lines  therefo re became an ancillary activity linked to  civil affairs  teams . The o bject was  no t o nly to
separate po ss ible guerrillas  fro m refugees , but also  to  prevent dis co ntented civilians  fro m “des tabiliz ing” military o peratio ns  by
being recruited by enemy so ldiers  o r guerrillas . US so ldiers  dis tinguished between “bandits ” and “guerrillas ” by linking the latter with
co mmunism, tho ugh in practice bo th were seen as  threats  to  civil affairs  o peratio ns , and the UNC and civil affairs  autho rities
co o rdinated their anti-guerrilla and anti-bandit o peratio ns  with Ko rean army and civil po lice o fficials , o ften getting Ko rean so ldiers



Bat t le-weary Ko rean civilians cro wd a Ko rean ro ad
in lat e January 19 51 seeking safet y fro m t he
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and po lice ass igned to  this  so rt o f co mbat duty behind the fro nt lines .

Civil affairs  o peratio ns  were des igned to  suppo rt the mo vements  and battle s trategies  o f UNC armies . In particular, they tried to
prevent refugees  fro m entering into  so -called “battle zo nes”. Ano ther majo r go al o f the teams  was  to  s to p refugees  fro m travelling
o n Main Supply Ro utes , o r MSRs , ro ads  so ldiers  travelled o n o r which were used to  supply UNC units . Civil ass is tance teams  set up
ro adblo cks  o r autho rized Ko rean po lice and military units  to  interdict refugees , in a bro ader effo rt to  separate so ldiers  and
civilians . Given the timing o f the emergence o f UNCACK, in the mo nths  after September 1950, the creatio n o f the unit was  an explicit
reco gnitio n o f the blo o dy co nsequences  o f civilians  mixing with so ldiers . The emphas is  o f civil ass is tance was  no t to  s to p so ldiers
fro m firing o n o r to ward civilians , but to  prevent civilians  fro m hindering military o ffens ives  and o ther activities , an impo rtant
dis tinctio n which reflected the acceptance o f vio lence to ward civilians  underlying UNC relief pro grams . Refugees  were viewed no t so
much as  a gro up to  be pro tected, but as  a “pro blem” fo r civil ass is tance teams. A bo o klet is sued by the United Natio ns  Co mmand
entitled “Civil Ass is tance in Ko rea” s tated in its  o pening paragraph that refugees  presented “a co ns tant pro blem to  civil

ass is tance.”10  The lo gic o f this  s trategy fed a perceptio n that civilians  mo ving in war-zo nes  were legitimate military targets  fo r US
and o ther UNC so ldiers .

In late 1950  and early 1951, as  a result o f the UNC and Chinese-
No rth Ko rean o ffens ives , several millio n mo re refugees  were added
to  tho se already fleeing the warring armies . By mid-1951, there were
4.4 millio n refugees  in So uth Ko rea alo ne, o ut o f a po pulatio n o f
abo ut 21 millio n. With the evacuatio n o f Seo ul in late December and
early January 1950-1951, 600 ,000  left the city. Unlike the firs t
o ccupatio n o f Seo ul in the summer o f 1950 , the po pulatio n
abando ned the city. In December and January, UNCACK units  again
turned to  prevent the mo vement o f refugees  into  battle areas . As  the
Civil Ass is tance Co mmand repo rt fo r January 1951 po inted o ut,
UNCACK activities  “centered aro und the co ntro l o f the civilian
po pulatio n in o rder to  prevent its  interference with military
o peratio ns .” The repo rt spo ke o f “vigo ro us  enfo rcement” o f po licy
and no ted that “No  refugees  were permitted to  cro ss  o ur

lines ”.11 The use o f leaflet dro ps  fro m planes  and psycho lo gical
warfare o peratio ns  were described as  achieving “co ns iderable
success ”. The leaflets , o f which mo re than 100 ,000  were dro pped in
fro nt o f the American I and IX Co rps , s tated, presumably in Ko rean,
that the mo vement o f refugees  was  fo rbidden and that civilians
sho uld “return to  yo ur ho mes  o r mo ve o ff ro ads  to  the hills  and
remain there. Any perso ns  o r co lumns  mo ving to ward the United

Natio ns  Fo rces  will be fired upo n.”12 No thing was  said abo ut refugee
casualties , but thro ugho ut the mo nth Ko rean civilians  were treated
vio lently. The Chinese interventio n had caused many mo re refugees
to  settle in Pusan and Taegu, and the UNC o rdered that refugees  be
cleared fro m these cities  and the areas  and MSR’s  immediately

surro unding them. UNCACK wo rked with o fficials  fro m the Minis try o f So cial Affairs  as  well as  po lice autho rities  to  mo ve the
refugees . Acco rding to  UNCACK repo rts , when refugees  refused to  mo ve, “Po lice actio n was  used to  clean o ut make shift camps .” In
Pusan, refugees  were briefly “mo ved by fo rce” to  Cheju and Ko je is lands . When so me Ko rean autho rities  became reluctant to
co ntinue fo rcing refugees  to  leave fo r the is lands , the mo vement was  tempo rarily halted. The experience taught civil affairs  o fficials
no t that care sho uld be used to  treat refugees , but that, in additio n to  needing o fficial Ko rean suppo rt, “o nly fo rce wo uld succeed in

the mo vement o f peo ple agains t their will when they were co ncerned abo ut their o wn safety.” 13 And fo rce co ntinued to  be used to
mo ve refugees  in the spring and summer o f 1951, as  refugees  attempted to  mo ve no rthwards , back to  villages , to wns  and cities , as

the military s ituatio n s tabilized.14 The army no w fo und a new challenge o n its  hands , ho w to  keep civilians  away fro m no rthern areas
o f so uthern Ko rea, especially s ince remo ving them so uthwards  o nly resulted in their mo ving no rthwards  o nce again.

Co nclusio n

The US Army’s  civil ass is tance pro gram during the Ko rean War reflected battlefield prio rities . The need fo r civil ass is tance teams  had
emerged in the firs t mo nths  o f the co nflict as  American co mbatants  enco untered and so metimes  sho t at Ko rean refugees  fleeing

the fighting. Es tablished in the co ntext o f UNC military o ffens ives  acro ss  the 38 th parallel in the fall o f 1950 , the United Natio ns
Civil Ass is tance Co mmand, Ko rea, with the help o f the Ko rean po lice and army, kept refugees  o ut o f battle zo nes  to  ensure they did
no t interfere with the pro secutio n o f the war. Altho ugh UNCACK o perated as  a United Natio ns  o rganizatio n, it came under the
co mmand o f the United States  military, specifically the Eighth Army. Civilians  fro m the UN and no n-go vernmental agencies  fo rmed
part o f the UNCACK wo rkfo rce, but were integrated into  UNC military o peratio ns , and no  independent United Natio ns  o vers ight o f
civil ass is tance o ccurred during the war.

UNCACK played an impo rtant suppo rting ro le in the US-led UNC o ccupatio n o f Ko rea. The o rganizatio n’s  military leadership shared
decis io n-making autho rity with the So uth Ko rean go vernment in a wide range o f activities  related to  civilian welfare. In the absence
o f Ko rean go vernmental s tructures , civil affairs  so ldiers  es tablished lo cal autho rity, and thus  tempo rarily to o k o n respo ns ibilities
o f civil go vernment. UNCACK’s  limited reso urces , ho wever, meant that civil ass is tance teams  were dependent o n So uth Ko rean
o fficials  fo r po litical ass is tance and dealing with refugees .

Altho ugh UNCACK publicatio ns  fro m the perio d describe humanitarian-related wo rk in the fields  o f preventing disease and pro viding
fo o d and shelter, so me American so ldiers ’ belief in the utility o f emplo ying vio lence and fo rce agains t refugees  resulted in deadly
threats  to  the lives  and well-being o f Ko rean civilians  during the perio d o f mass ive refugee flo ws  in 1950-1951. Civilians  learned o n
the battlefield that UNC armies  co uld treat them as  they wo uld enemy so ldiers . Even behind the fro nt lines , refugees  were fo rcibly
evacuated fro m their camps; and civilian res is tance o nly hardened UNCACK’s  co mmitment to  us ing vio lence. Tragically, the well-being
o f civilians  was  a dis tant co ns ideratio n fo r so ldiers  who  were under o rders  to  link plans  fo r refugees  to  the wider go al o f
suppo rting, at any co s t, UNC military o bjectives .
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leas t the s igning o f the armis tice in July 1953. In a bro ader sense, ho wever, the seco nd o ccupatio n has  no t ended, s ince American
so ldiers  remain in So uth Ko rea to  this  day and US fo rces  co mmand So uth Ko rean tro o ps . This  article examines  the firs t year o f the
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6  Ibid., “Staff Sectio n Repo rt, Public Health Sectio n”, fo r the perio d 5 September 1950  to  31 Augus t 1951.

7 Ibid.

8  Ibid., General Headquarters , UNC, General Order 15, 19  Octo ber 1950.
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14 See Ibid., bo x 4995, Staff Sectio n Repo rt, Public Welfare Sectio n, UNCACK 5 September 1950-31 Augus t 1951.

Created by Datamomentum

http://japanfocus.org/-Mark-Caprio/3482
http://japanfocus.org/-Heonik-Kwon/3413
http://japanfocus.org/-Han-Kyung_Koo/3414
http://japanfocus.org/-Mel-Gurtov/3428
http://japanfocus.org/-Kim-Dong_choon/3314
http://japanfocus.org/-Tessa-Morris_Suzuki/3193
http://japanfocus.org/-Sheila_Miyoshi-Jager/3477
http://japanfocus.org/-Tim-Beal/3459
http://japanfocus.org/-Wada-Haruki/3458
http://japanfocus.org/-John-McGlynn/3452
http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/3b00f28224.html
http://datamomentum.com

	The United States, the United Nations, and the Second Occupation of Korea, 1950-19511

