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A JAR CONTAINING A FAT-PRESERVED GINSENG ROOT believed to be a century old is seen at
the Pyongyang Medical College in Pyongyang, North Korea. Traditional medicine is used widely in
many Asian countries, including China, Japan and South Korea, where there is no shortage of modern
treatment and equipment. And while scientific research regarding the benefits of some age-old
treatments is lacking, therapies such as massage and acupuncture — which can also serve as a local
anesthetic — are now widely used in the West.

Ginseng, bear bile: North
Koreans look to old cures
Modern and traditional healing styles combined
By MARGIE MASON
AP MEDICAL WRITER

PYONGYANG, North Korea —
The Man Nyon Pharmacy is lined
with rows of colorful packages containing everything from dried bear
bile and deer antler elixir to tiger
bone paste and ginseng. But the
ancient “Koryo” medicine provided
at this popular dispensary isn’t just
for minor aches and pains.
It has been integrated into the
health system from the smallest
village clinic all the way up to the
nicest showcase hospitals in the
privileged capital of Pyongyang.
Both modern and traditional styles
of healing have long been uniquely
intertwined nationwide with doctors from both schools working in
tandem under one roof.
North Korean physicians say
many patients prefer traditional
medicine to the Western kind, but
it’s difficult to determine the true
situation in this closed and impoverished society where access is limited. Defectors, foreign aid workers
and North Koreans agree that
many Western drugs are scarce
and say villagers still forage for
plants in some areas to make their
own herbal concoctions.
With the U.N. Security Council
imposing its toughest-ever sanctions on North Korea, patients are
becoming even more dependent on
these home-grown remedies in a
country of 24 million people where
government health spending ranks
among the world’s lowest.
“Doctors are more interested in
Koryo medicine rather than Western medicine because they can get
it more easily,” said Ri Hye Yong,
who manages the frigid concrete
pharmacy opened by the government nearly three decades ago. “It’s
much cheaper.”
The resolution is not supposed
to block donor aid to those who
need it most, including the twothirds of the population who don’t
have enough to eat. But foreign
aid workers say years of limitations have created a maze of red
tape and approvals needed to ship
in medical supplies and equipment.
Some countries refuse to process
payments for anything involving
North Korea because of restrictions placed on banks, while some
foreign companies and organizations simply do not want to be
involved once they learn where the
materials are headed. But once the
goods arrive, they say the process
becomes fairly simple.
“Even though the imposed sanctions clearly exclude humanitarian
assistance, a negative impact on the
levels of humanitarian funding
has been experienced,” the U.N.
Resident Coordinator’s Office in
Pyongyang said in a statement,
adding nearly three-quarters of the
$147 million needed this year has
not been received.
The World Health Organization
is lacking an estimated 60 percent
of the drugs it needs for at-risk kids
and pregnant women, while the
U.N. Children’s Fund is struggling
to get vaccines and medicines to
prevent the biggest killer diseases
among children, it said.
In addition, the WHO says the

process of importing essential
equipment and medicine has also
grown lengthy at all levels, and
those involved have become over
cautious in clearing materials to
ensure they could not be classified
as dual purpose or luxurious items.
International efforts to help
boost the country’s ability to
produce its own vaccines and
medicines were earlier affected
when some technology and seed
microbes were halted over concerns they could potentially be
used by Pyongyang for malicious
purposes, WHO said.
Despite these challenges, it’s
difficult to understand the full
picture within North Korea where
outsiders are banned from traveling freely and data are lacking or
unreliable. Suspicion of the outside
world is reinforced by huge hospital propaganda paintings depicting
Americans and Japanese as the
country’s “sworn enemies.”
Jang Jun Sang, a department
director at the Ministry of Public
Health, said in an interview that
sanctions have cut imports of medical equipment and supplies.
But he said North Korea was
used to sanctions. “If we receive
medical aid, that’s good,” he said.
“But if we don’t, that’s fine, too.
We’re not worried.”
North Korean factories have
limited ability to produce pharmaceuticals, and many rural clinics
lack electricity, running water and
heating. By the government’s own
account, more than 80 percent of
village clinics suffer from “chronic
shortages of medicines and supplies at all levels of the system.”
According to defectors such
as Kwon Hyo-jin, some drugs are
smuggled in from neighboring
China and marketed while others
are taken from hospitals and sold
illegally. All health care is supposed
to be free in North Korea.
Kwon said he was forced to buy
an IV drip as well as antibiotics,
painkillers, and other Western
medicines from China after suffering bouts of food poisoning and
later while hospitalized with a
broken leg in 1997 in the northeastern city of Chongjin. He recalled
a hospital bed swarming with lice
and a tap that spewed muddy water
and worms.
The 52-year-old, who defected
to South Korea in 2009 and now
works at the Seoul-based Committee for the Democratization of
North Korea, said he tried to avoid
hospitals in the North altogether.
Instead, he visited Koryo doctors
usually for upset stomach, back
pain and insomnia.
Traditional medicine is cheaper
and easier to find. Walls of tiny
wooden drawers similar to a
library card catalog fill one vast
room at Pyongyang Medical College, each containing hundreds of
tiny paper triangles stuffed with
dried herbs.
“I think Koryo medicine has
mysterious characteristics,” said
Dr. Ryu Hwan Su, the hospital’s
deputy chief, who proudly displayed a jar filled with a fat ginseng
root believed to be more than a
century old. “It heals illnesses that
Western medicines can’t treat.”

Traditional medicine is used
widely in many Asian countries,
including China, Japan and South
Korea, where there is no shortage
of modern treatment and equipment. And while scientific research
regarding the benefits of some ageold treatments is lacking, therapies
such as massage and acupuncture
— which can also serve as a local
anesthetic — are now widely used
in the West.
Some North Korean clinics
have their own greenhouses, and
herbs are harvested every year in
the wild to be processed into teas
and other concoctions. The government says Koryo medicine is used
to treat more than half the patients
in rural clinics. But shortages exist
too.
Patients are often prescribed a
simple herb they are expected to
get themselves, said Dr. Byungmook Lim, a professor at South
Korea’s Pusan National University
School of Korean Medicine, who
co-authored a study comparing
traditional medicine in the two
Koreas.
The country began marrying
traditional medicine with modern
practice in the 1950s after the
Korean War. Doctors were given
training in Koryo medicine and
each hospital was set up with a
department devoted to it, with
prevention as the guiding concept behind the socialized health
plan. Unlike in other Asian countries where the two practices are
typically kept separate, traditional
practitioners in North Korea can
prescribe modern drugs and assist
during surgeries, while Western
doctors can use Koryo treatments.
“We kept talking to each other
and consulting each other,” said
Kim Jie-eun, who graduated
from a Koryo school with some
modern training, and practiced in
North Korea as a pediatrician and
internal medicine doctor before
defecting in 1999. She now runs
a traditional clinic in Bucheon,
South Korea, and recalls that even
acupuncture needles were reused
in the North. She said frequent
shortages of antibiotics meant
high-level officials got treated first,
while ordinary patients struggled
to find medicines.
“I was really angry. They were
the same human beings,” she said.
“How this could happen?”
But she believes combining the
two types of treatment was actually better for patients. She said
Koryo medicine — taken from the
old name for Korea — was often
used alone or in combination with
Western drugs to treat a variety of
health problems including stroke,
hepatitis, high blood pressure,
kidney disorders and diabetes.
And it’s still done today. At
the new Breast Cancer Research
Center at the Pyongyang Maternity
Hospital, a showcase institution
where The Associated Press was
recently taken on a tour, patient
Ri Jong Suk said she was set to be
released after having a mastectomy
and reconstruction surgery.
She said during her one-month
stay she was given Western
medicine along with Koryo treatment, including massage and acu-
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By LINDA J. STOCKTON

By now, most of us have learned that smoking
is very bad for our health. The facts about smoking are downright scary. Smoking has been linked
to cancer, heart disease, stroke and lung diseases
including emphysema, bronchitis and chronic
airway obstruction.
With that said, smoking is the most preventable
cause of death.
Each year in the United States, smoking causes
one out of every five deaths. This is more than
440,000 deaths a year.
Smoking is also a very costly habit. Each year,
diseases caused by smoking
result in 96 billion in health care
costs. Much of this money is paid
by taxpayers through publiclyfunded health programs.
If the above is not enough
to make you think twice about
smoking, here is another fact for
you: smoking can lead to poor
healing after foot surgery.
Research has shown that
smoking has a negative effect on Vail
bone, skin and wound healing.
Tobacco smoke has more than
7,000 chemicals and hundreds of these chemicals
act like poison during healing.
Nicotine and carbon monoxide are two chemicals in cigarette smoke that decrease healing after
surgery. Nicotine narrows blood vessels resulting
in decreased blood flow and oxygen.
Adequate blood flow and oxygen is essential
for any type of foot surgery because of the many
tendons and bones in the feet-more than any other
part of the body.
In fact, your podiatrist cannot even perform
surgery if vascular testing shows that you do not
have good blood flow to your feet.
Nicotine also decreases osteoblast activity.
Osteoblasts are the building cells of bones and are
critical in bone healing after foot surgery.
Carbon monoxide, like nicotine, also plays a
role in limiting oxygen to the tissues. Smoking is
also linked to an increased risk for infection after
surgery.
Neutrophils are white blood cells that help the
body fight off bacteria. Neutrophils kill bacteria
by using oxygen.
As you know now, smoking makes it difficult
for oxygen to be used by the body. If neutrophils
cannot do their job, bacteria are able to get into
the operation sites and can cause much damage.
If you are thinking about getting a bunion or
hammer toe fixed, you should seriously think about
quitting smoking.
Studies have shown that quitting smoking four
to six weeks before surgery can improve surgical
healing and give you a better outcome.
Sometimes we have no control over life events
and if you are in an accident you will not have time
to quit smoking before a surgeon operates.
In times like these, you want to have the advantage of having maximum blood flow and oxygen
delivery. This just is not possible if you are a
smoker.
If you are a diabetic, each cigarette you smoke
is even more deadly. Diabetics already have an
increased risk of poor healing and decreased blood
flow.
Sometimes foot surgery is necessary in diabetics and cigarette smokers are almost guaranteed
to have a negative outcome.
Now that you know more facts, it’s time to
make a healthier life choice. Nobody said quitting
smoking was easy, but as the facts show, your life
depends on it.
If you are interested in fixing your foot deformities, stop smoking and see your podiatrist.

By DR. THOMAS F. VAIL

During her recent commencement speech
at Harvard University, Oprah Winfrey said,
“The single most important lesson I learned
in 25 years talking every single day to people,
was that there’s a common denominator in
our human experience. The common denominator is we want to be validated. We want
to be understood.”
People long to be accepted, to know that
someone cares about their thoughts and feelings, and that they are
important to someone.
As a clinician, I’ve
heard from people who
were wounded, sometimes severely, by lack of
validation. For example:
• Victims recounting
a history of abuse often
say their perpetrator’s
denial was more hurtful
Stockton
than the act(s) because
it purposed to invalidate
their experience.
• When the infidel denies the affair, or
when alcoholics and drug addicts lie about
their substance abuse, it invalidates the suspicious loved one’s perception and experience.
• Parents invalidate their child’s sense
of belonging or even existence when they
tell their child he/she was a mistake or is
unwanted.
• Bosses take all the credit when goals
are reached, ignoring the fact that others
contributed.
• Spouses/parents continue living an
overscheduled life that disallows time for
family interaction, leaving their spouse/child
feeling like he/she is unimportant.
• Spouses/parents withhold the affirming words their spouse/child desperately
longs to hear.
We all have a need for validation of our
being, abilities, experiences, thoughts and
feelings. Here are some ways we can validate
one another:
• Be an active listener by asking questions that invite further sharing then reflect
back to the speaker what it was you heard.
This helps the person feel valued and understood.
• Be a mirror for someone by reflecting
(sharing) the qualities, traits and gifts you
see in him/her.
• Become familiar with scripture which
provides validation of our being from before
we were born and share it with others.
• Take ownership of your behavior even
when it causes you feelings of guilt, embarrassment or shame.
• Freely share thoughts such as, “I love
you,” “I’m proud of you,” “I need you,” and
“I appreciate ...” so that the other person
doesn’t have to wonder if those things are
true.
• Offer words of appreciation to your
employees and co-workers and share the
glory when things go well. Demonstrate
confidence in their abilities by seeking their
input when problem-solving.
If people around you are not validating,
it’s important for your mental health that
you develop a network of supportive folks
who are.
Stockton is a professional clinical counselor and owner of Inner Peace Counseling, Findlay. If you have a mental health
question, please write to: Mental Health
Moment, The Courier, P.O. Box 609, Findlay, OH 45839.
puncture, to help strengthen her
immune system, decrease swelling
and circulate blood after surgery.
The Health Ministry also cites hot
springs, mineral water and mud
among successful treatments. Cupping is another popular therapy
believed to stimulate blood flow by
using heated glass jars to create a
vacuum on the skin.
Many of these healing techniques are also commonly used in
South Korea, which is rooted in the
same ancient traditional medicine
as its northern counterpart. But
in that country, modern and traditional medicines typically operate
independently, each with its own
licensing and education system.
North Korea was once dependent on the Soviet Union to keep its
medical system running. But after
the collapse of its patron, economic
crisis and famine followed in the
1990s and Pyongyang became
increasingly isolated amid growing nuclear ambitions.
The government spent nearly $9
billion on defense in 2009, according to the South Korean state-run
Korea Institute of Defense Analyses. Pyongyang says it spends $900
million a year on health, but one
WHO estimate put government
spending at less than $1 per person
in 2006. That’s less than $25 million and among the world’s lowest,
though other reports have placed
it higher.
Outside the capital, donors provide some 70 percent of the most
needed drugs, which are believed
to reach less than half of those in
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need, according to the WHO.
Meanwhile, the U.S. has
accused North Korea of manufacturing and trafficking illegal drugs,
such as opium and methamphetamine. It also believes the government is likely involved in peddling
fake Western pills, such as Viagra.
Koryo medicine was thrust into
the international spotlight when
five members of the North Korean
female soccer team tested positive
for steroids at the 2011 Women’s
World Cup in Germany.
North Korean officials said the
players took traditional musk deer
gland as therapy after they were
struck by lightning during training. Soccer authorities said they
had never seen the substance found
in the women’s systems, and the
squad was sent home in disgrace.
Animal products are a major
part of Koryo medicine, along with
various traditional healing used in
other Asian countries. Deer antler
is used to strengthen the immune
system, tiger bone to relieve fevers,
and bear bile mixed into hot water
and sipped to relieve pain and
remove toxins. Some concoctions
are believed to enhance virility.
Some Asian countries ban bear
bile because the method of extraction is considered inhumane. Asked
where North Korea gets its bile,
pharmacist Ri said it came from
the zoo where about 50 bears are
housed. AP couldn’t verify this
practice and spotted only one bear
inside an enclosure at the national
zoo in Pyongyang.
“Koryo medicine seems to

have somehow served the population, which is in desperate need
of treatment amid difficulties in
health, while the Western health
delivery system has been badly
affected,” Lim, the South Korean
professor, and colleagues wrote
in the 2009 paper published in
the Journal of Alternative and
Complementary Medicine. It was
based on a review of North Korean
textbooks and medical journals as
well as interviews with defectors
who had studied the practice.
Still, much remains a mystery.
North Korea’s isolation means little
has been published on Koryo medicine or its integration with modern
techniques, leaving safety and efficacy concerns largely unanswered.
But some say being cut off from
the outside world for so long may
have led to the discovery of valid
remedies. The Chinese found a
vital malaria treatment in a ragweed-like plant nearly four decades
ago at a time when it had minimal
contact with the West.
“They are somehow surviving
through such harsh conditions,”
said Dr. Jongbae Park, director
of Asian medicine and acupuncture research at the University of
North Carolina, who co-authored
the Koryo medicine study.
“A lot of new ideas and new
findings are coming from desperate efforts through challenges, so
I am rather hoping that they would
have reserved a new finding that
the outside world cannot think
of, particularly in coping with the
main diseases.”
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