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The lives of more than 1,500 North Korean tuberculosis (TB) patients are at risk because the 

Republic of Korea government omitted making humanitarian aid an exception to the additional sanctions 
against the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (North Korea) announced on March 8. The Eugene Bell 

Foundation is declaring a medical emergency and is appealing to the Korean people and the international 

community to help save their lives. 

 

“Unless something is done quickly, our patients will fail treatment and die. Short of all-out war, I 

cannot imagine a greater tragedy for the Korean people,” according to Dr. Stephen W. Linton, Chairman of 

the Eugene Bell Foundation. 

 

For the past month, the Eugene Bell Foundation and its supporters have quietly campaigned to 

convince Seoul authorities to release three containers of multidrug-resistant tuberculosis (MDR-TB) 

medications and treatment supplies destined for the 1,500 patients enrolled in its treatment program in 
North Korea. EugeneBell’s twelve treatment centers have just enough medication to last through April.  

 

At risk are approximately 1,500 patients infected with highly resistant strains of TB that are 

untreatable with standard TB medication. These patients must have the EugeneBell medications to 

complete the necessary eighteen month course of treatment for this dangerous disease. If treatment is 

interrupted, within as little as two weeks they will be at risk of developing extensively drug resistant (XDR) 

TB; resistance to the medications they are now taking. Should they return home to die, everyone who 

comes into contact with them will be at risk of contracting this particularly dangerous type of ‘super-TB.’ 

 

 Despite chronic tensions and occasional military clashes, with permission from the current and 

three previous South Korean administrations, for two decades EugeneBell has provided a dependable 

supply of South Korean TB medications to TB sufferers in the north. Under its current MDR-TB program, 
EugeneBell delegations collect and test sputum samples using GeneXpert technology under an export 

license issued by the US government. Patients who test positive for the mutant bacteria that cause MDR-TB 

are enrolled in an eighteen-month treatment program. Keeping to an exacting schedule, EB delegations visit 

all twelve treatment centers and meet with every patient every six months. At each treatment center they 

enroll new patients, collect sputum samples and to provide another six-month supply of medications to 

those who require additional treatment. MDR-TB treatment is almost completely unavailable outside of 

EugeneBell’s program. 

 

 Most of the funding for the program comes from voluntary contributions by South Korean citizens 

and Koreans living overseas. Until this spring, EugeneBell has been a dependable conduit for non-political, 

transparent medical assistance targeting the most serious public health challenge facing the Korean 
peninsula.  

 

On 11 March at 10:30, the Foundation will hold a press conference at the Korea Press Center 

(Press Center Bldg., 19th Floor Press Room, 124 Sejong-daero, Jung-gu, Seoul, Korea). 


