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            Abstract
          
        

        
          This study examines how the Rason Special Economic Zone (SEZ), an experimental initiative in highly closed North Korean society, has affected urban space and everyday life, and identifies the factors driving these changes. Drawing on satellite data on nighttime illumination from 1992 to 2023 and building density from 1990 to 2020 for 68 districts in Rason, we combined statistical analyses with in-depth interviews. The results show that nighttime illumination increased rapidly between 2009 and 2013, primarily in downtown Rason, while building density continued to rise in the city center and its surrounding areas. Regression analysis indicates that trade volume, targeted sanctions on specific goods, and the COVID-19 pandemic significantly influenced the SEZ’s development, with trade with China exerting the most substantial effect. The interview findings corroborate the satellite data and highlight concrete spatial changes. Methodologically, this study demonstrates the potential of mixed approaches for researching highly closed regions, and substantively, it also contributes to strategic debates on North Korea’s SEZs, investment potential, and the effectiveness of international sanctions.
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