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Abstract 

 

In the past, North Korea’s Kim rulers ensured regime survival by selling 

dangerous weapons.  These exports earned large sums for the ruling 

group, of course. More important, weapons proliferation furthered 

Chinese foreign policy goals, thereby earning Pyongyang favor in 

Beijing. In recent years, however, China’s officials apparently have been 

changing their attitude toward this deadly trade. If they have also 

changed their policies—and it is not clear that they have done this yet—

continued proliferation by Pyongyang may worsen already difficult ties 

with its most important sponsor. In any event, Kim Jong Un, the North’s 

current ruler, is trying to find other backers, most notably Japan and 

Russia. If he is successful, he will have more latitude to ignore Beijing’s 

wishes, thereby permitting him to continue proliferation without fear of 

China’s views on this matter. 
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Introduction 

The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea earns substantial sums 

producing and trading in contraband of almost every variety, including 

fake pharmaceuticals, counterfeit cigarettes, and real methamphetamines. 

It has even made and distributed its own American currency, the “Super 

K” $100 bills or “supernotes.”
1
 It actively trades in products made from 

endangered species.   

The most significant of the regime’s illegal exports, however, 

involves weaponry, both conventional and otherwise. Everything in its 

considerable arsenal is for sale, and it is not hard to figure out why it has 

become a proliferation superstar. The proceeds from merchandising 

Armageddon permit the Kim family to buy off important elements of the 

Pyongyang elite, thereby ensuring continuation of its despotic system. 
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Moreover, the DPRK, as the regime calls itself, uses that cash to support 

the Korean People’s Army, the world’s fourth-largest military, and to 

support its outsized weapons development programs. 

More important, North Korea’s proliferation in the past has appeared 

to further Chinese goals, and this certainly has strengthened Pyongyang’s 

ties with its most important benefactor, thereby ensuring China’s 

continuing support for Kimist rule. 

There is evidence suggesting that illegal arms sales have increased 

under Kim Jong Un, who assumed power upon the death of his father in 

December 2011, yet it is not entirely clear that existing trends will 

continue. In short, the future of North Korean proliferation depends in 

large measure on whether Beijing continues to encourage Pyongyang’s 

involvement in this deadly trade. Kim, who certainly understands this, is 

trying to find other backers to give him more freedom of action. 

This article focuses on proliferation of parts, materials, know-how, 

and technology for nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles. 

 

An Insubstantial Trade? 

As an initial matter, how much does North Korea earn from its 

nuclear and missile sales? At the low end of the range is an assessment, 

cited by the U.N. Security Council’s Panel of Experts in November 2010, 

of “$100 million or more per year.”
2
   

There are indications, however, that the receipts are far more 

substantial. The U.N. Panel in its June 2013 report, for instance, notes a 

convicted arms trafficker had reported that the North sells intermediate- 

and long-range missiles in sets of three with the unit price “in excess of 

US$100 million.”
3
 Even with discounts, it would appear that annual 

proceeds from sales would have to be far in excess of the 2010 estimate 

because of Pyongyang’s robust trade in missiles.   

A high-end assessment comes from Larry Niksch of the Washington-

based Center for Strategic and International Studies. Niksch estimates 

that Pyongyang’s proceeds are “between $1.5 billion and $2.0 billion 

annually” from just one customer, Iran.
4
 Of course, purchasers other than 

Tehran increase the total take.   

Accordingly, North Korea’s annual proceeds from exports of nukes 

and missiles look like they are close to the high end of the $1 billion to 

$3 billion range put forth by Bruce Bechtol of Angelo State University.
5
 

Estimates of proceeds are complicated by many factors, including 

Pyongyang’s willingness to accept barter arrangements, such as those 
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involving agricultural products from Syria, sugar from Cuba, oil from 

Iran, and uranium from the Democratic Republic of Congo.   

So, due to barter trade and other factors, no one outside the North 

Korean regime knows the true figure, and it’s possible that no one inside 

that group knows either because arms sales are scattered across various 

stove-piped units. “The system is now so complex that it is difficult at 

times even for the North Korean government to control it,” Bechtol 

writes.
6
 Analysts, including Bechtol, think the December 2013 execution 

of Jang Song Thaek, the uncle of Kim Jong Un, was the result of a fight 

to control rents, including the proceeds from proliferated weapons.   

We should not be surprised by the ferocity of the infighting because 

there is so much at stake.  After all, North Korea is now the world’s 

master proliferator with a long client roster. There are hints, for instance, 

that the DPRK may have aided a Burmese effort to weaponize the atom,
7
 

and, incredibly, the help could be continuing to this day.
8
   

More important, the DPRK has long-standing links to the Islamic 

Republic of Iran. The shadowy Mohsen Fakhrizadeh, thought to be Iran’s 

chief nuclear scientist, was almost certainly in North Korea in February 

2013 for Pyongyang’s third test of an atomic device,
9
 and it appears 

Iranians were also on hand for the previous two detonations as well.
10

 

Assistance to Iran has not been limited to tours of Punggye-ri, the 

North’s test site in the mountainous northeast.  Pyongyang has sold the 

Islamic Republic nuclear materials, perhaps even weapons-grade 

uranium.
11

 Moreover, North Korea instructed Iranian nuclear experts, 

who apparently traveled to the DPRK a decade ago, how to deceive the 

nuclear weapons inspectors of the International Atomic Energy Agency, 

the U.N. nuclear watchdog.
12

   

Not only has the DPRK worked for many years with Iran on its 

troubling uranium program, Meir Dagan, a former Israeli Mossad 

director, said in 2013 that North Korea is playing a major role in the 

building of a plutonium reactor in its own country.
13

 There were 

technology transfers resulting from hundreds of the North’s nuclear and 

missile specialists working in about ten Iranian facilities.
14

 Proliferation 

expert Henry Sokolski noted in 2003 that there were so many North 

Korean weapons specialists in Iran that they had taken over an entire 

shoreline resort there.
15

 

Iran, in all probability, also paid Pyongyang for building the Dair 

Alzour reactor in the Syrian Desert, which bore striking similarities to 
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the reactor in Yongbyon, North Korea. Ten North Koreans were 

reportedly killed by the Israeli air force when it bombed the Syrian site in 

September 2007.
16

   

In addition to nuclear cooperation, the North and Iran for more than a 

decade have operated a joint missile development program. Iranians 

reportedly witnessed North Korea’s 1998 Taepodong test.
17

 Ten Iranians 

were in country for the Taepodong-2 launch in July 2006 according to 

the Los Angeles Times,
18

 and Assistant Secretary of State Christopher 

Hill, then Washington’s point man on Korea, confirmed their presence.
19

 

In February 2009, North Koreans were spotted in Iran witnessing an 

Iranian missile test, and in the following month Sankei Shimbun, the 

conservative-leaning Tokyo newspaper, reported that 15 Iranians were in 

the North to provide launch assistance.
20

 Iranians were on hand for the 

DPRK’s April 2012 launch,
21

 and it is almost certain they were present 

for the December 2012 test as well.
22

 In addition to witnessing all the 

long-range tests, Iranians have been present for all or virtually all of the 

North’s intermediate-range firings.
23

 

Significantly, the relationship between the two states looks like it has 

advanced beyond the visits stage. Iran in October 2012 may have started 

stationing personnel in North Korea at a military facility close to the 

Chinese border. The Iranians, from the Ministry of Defense and 

associated firms, are working on missile and nuclear programs.
24

 Tehran 

denied sending personnel to North Korea,
25

 but the report nonetheless 

makes sense in light of the two states having signed a technical 

cooperation agreement that September.
26

 

Moreover, American intelligence sources indicate that Iran tested a 

North Korean missile for Pyongyang.
27

 There are also clear indications 

that the DPRK provided missile flight test data to Iran.
28

    

The transfer of technology over time has been extensive. Iran’s 

Shahab-3 is essentially a North Korean Nodong missile, and more 

advanced Iranian missiles, certainly the Shahab-5 and probably the 

Shahab-6, appear to be based on the long-range Taepodong models. 

Iran’s solid-fuel Sejil is partially a product of Pyongyang’s technology.
29

  

 And the next North Korean ballistic missile to show up in Iran’s 

inventory could very well be the road-mobile, nuclear-capable KN-08. “I 

would expect that even before its full test, this missile may be in the 

midst of an export program to Iran that is in fact helping to fund the 

ongoing North Korean development program,” writes arms expert 

Richard Fisher of the International Assessment and Strategy Center.
30
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Iran has been financing the North Korean program either by 

purchasing the North’s missiles or by sharing development costs and 

receiving missiles in return. Iranian support explains how a destitute 

DPRK has the funds to carry on such an advanced weapons program 

over an extended period. 

Moreover, as discussed below, Pyongyang traded missiles for 

Islamabad’s centrifuges a decade ago, and missile sales may still be 

continuing. Scrape the paint off a Pakistani missile and, in all probability, 

you will find a North Korean one. For example, the medium-range 

Ghauri is really a Nodong.   

There are a number of customers for the North’s shorter-range 

ballistic missiles, most notably Syria. Yemen has also been a purchaser. 

 

A “Proliferation Epicenter”? 

North Korea looks like the world’s biggest proliferation threat at this 

moment, but this was not always the case. Analysts point out that the 

North went all in as a proliferator to earn cash after the Cold War ended, 

when it lost its Soviet sponsor and the Chinese curtailed financial support.  

That observation is certainly true, but there was another reason for 

Pyongyang’s growing arms export business. In short, Beijing began to 

support that activity to a far greater degree than it had in the past. 

In the past, the People’s Republic of China was the world’s arch 

proliferator. Mao Zedong, its founder and first leader, adopted the view 

that nukes in the hands of socialists and “other peace-loving countries”—

the non-aligned states—advanced the cause of world peace. But that was 

before Chinese technicians detonated their first atomic device in 1964. 

After that test, Beijing adopted a more cautious attitude, and by 1983 its 

pro-proliferation rhetoric was a thing of the past. China, the one nation 

that might have dispersed nuclear weapons widely, chose not to do so.   

Nonetheless, Beijing selectively proliferated, starting with Pakistan. 

China began helping the fundamentally unstable nation build a bomb in 

1974 by training Pakistani nuclear technicians. The initial aid was only 

“crude technology,” but the Chinese followed up by handing over plans 

for a nuclear warhead and enough enriched uranium for two weapons. In 

1994 and the following year, they sold five thousand ring magnets, used 

in gas centrifuges for enriching uranium. Beijing also appears to have 

provided nuclear test data, modern warhead designs, and plutonium 

technology for which there are no peaceful uses. China may even have 
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tested a Pakistani device on its soil.   

Chinese support was crucial, extensive, and continuous. “If you 

subtract Chinese assistance from the Pakistani nuclear weapons program, 

there is no program,” said Gary Milhollin of the Wisconsin Project on 

Nuclear Arms Control.
31

 

China’s assistance tailed off after three decades, once Pakistan had 

mastered the technology for the bomb.  But Beijing, in a sense, did not 

stop proliferating. It appears Pakistan then became a surrogate, a 

strategic proxy, for transferring nuclear technology to North Africa and 

across the Asian land mass, especially the Middle East. China’s leaders 

watched as the infamous smuggling ring of Dr. Abdul Qadeer Khan 

merchandised Chinese nuclear technology—parts, plans, and know-

how—for centrifuges to enrich uranium to weapons grade. Khan, 

considered the father of the Pakistani bomb, even sold blueprints adorned 

with Chinese characters for at least one of China’s warheads.   

The depth of Beijing’s complicity in Dr. Khan’s ring became evident 

in the early part of the last decade as investigators closed in on his global 

network. When Islamabad, goaded by Washington, ended the nuclear 

smuggling ring, the Chinese pressured Pakistan’s leaders to conduct their 

inquiry quickly to avoid exposing the smuggler’s China connections. A 

hurried probe, followed by Khan’s confession and immediate pardon in 

2004, is in fact what happened. Beijing supported Pakistani General 

Pervez Musharraf’s controversial decision to end the inquiry 

prematurely.
32

   

Chinese officials, to borrow a Chinese metaphor, were caught 

“killing with a borrowed knife.” Khan, as black marketer, looks like he 

was helping Beijing build relationships with governments desiring the 

world’s most destructive weaponry. When he was eventually put out of 

business, Khan confessed to nuclear sales to Libya and Iran, and he 

probably had other customers in that general part of the world.   

Moreover, Khan had one crucial relationship in East Asia. He 

assisted North Korea from the early 1990s until at least the middle of 

2002 by selling most of what Pyongyang needed to enrich uranium to 

weapons-grade purity. In the later stages of their cooperation, the 

Pakistanis traded their uranium-enrichment expertise, in the form of 

centrifuges, for the DPRK’s missiles. A Pakistani C-130, carrying 

centrifuge parts to North Korea and missiles to Pakistan, flew through 

Chinese airspace and refueled on Chinese soil at an air force base near 

Lanzhou in the central part of the country in 2002.   
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Beijing, at a minimum, had to have known what was happening. 

How could it not when China’s two closest allies were trading China’s 

most sensitive technology and using Chinese facilities to execute the 

exchange?   

  It’s even possible China orchestrated the North Korean-Pakistani 

trade in the first place. It would have made sense for Beijing to get 

Pyongyang to surrender its visible plutonium effort—based on Soviet 

technology and under threat from both the United States and the IAEA—

and continue the covert uranium one supplied by China through the Khan 

network.
33

 

In any event, as it was becoming clear that Dr. Khan was heading to 

forced retirement, both the People’s Republic of China and the 

Democratic People’s Republic of Korea stepped up their assistance to the 

Islamic Republic of Iran. What once was mostly indirect became direct 

as Beijing began transferring materials and equipment straight to Tehran. 

In November 2003, for instance, the Associated Press reported that the 

IAEA staff had identified China as one of the probable sources of 

equipment used in Iran’s suspected nuclear weapons program.
34

 Chinese 

nuclear specialists were working in Iran at least as late as fall 2003, 

according to Michael Ledeen writing in the Wall Street Journal.
35

 In 

September 2005, the National Council of Resistance of Iran, a dissident 

group, charged that the Chinese were continuing to trade in centrifuges.
36

  

Moreover, that organization, which in 2002 disclosed Iran’s heavy-

water production facility at Arak and the uranium-enrichment plant in 

Natanz, also accused China of secretly sending Iran beryllium, the metal 

used in neutron initiators to trigger nuclear weapons.
37

 Due to the 

secretive nature of the transfers,
38

 it is highly unlikely that Iran bought 

the material for its peaceful uses. The allegation is in line with 

contemporaneous reports about Iran’s covert attempts to source 

beryllium, an item subject to export controls.  

In July 2007, the Wall Street Journal reported that the State 

Department had lodged formal protests with Beijing about Chinese 

companies exporting to Iran items that could help its covert weapons 

effort, in violation of Security Council resolutions.
39

 Then in March 2011, 

Malaysian police in Port Klang seized two containers from a ship 

traveling to Iran from China.  Authorities believed that items labeled 

“goods used for liquid mixing or storage for pharmaceutical or chemical 

or food industry”
 
were in fact parts for nuclear warheads.

40
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Officials in Asia have regularly confiscated shipments of equipment 

and materials sold by Chinese state enterprises to Iranian companies in 

contravention of international treaties and U.N. rules. Chinese entities, 

for instance, have been implicated in transfers of maraging steel,
41

 ring-

shaped magnets,
42

 and valves and vacuum gauges,
43

 all apparently for 

use in Iran’s atom bomb effort.   

In recent years, Chinese transfers to the Iranian program have 

seemed to decline. What is the cause for this welcome change? It appears 

that after the end of the Khan black market ring, Beijing began working 

through another surrogate. From all indications, China let the North 

Koreans effectively take over Khan’s role to become China’s 

replacement “borrowed knife” after the loss of Pakistan.   

Fakhrizadeh, the Iranian nuclear scientist, was spotted in China on 

his way to North Korea for the regime’s third test.
44

 Moreover, it is 

almost certain that Iranians observing the first two detonations flew over 

and transited in China as well. Beijing officials had to know what the 

Iranians were doing, so the unimpeded passage of Tehran’s scientists and 

technicians suggests, at a minimum, Chinese assent to this activity.   

Of course, the same goes for travel of large numbers of North 

Koreans in the other direction. North Korean technicians heading to Iran 

undoubtedly flew through Chinese airspace and transited Chinese 

airports, most likely Beijing.   

Pyongyang also used Chinese airspace to send Iran nuclear materials 

as well as missiles. In November 2007, Secretary of State Condoleezza 

Rice wrote to Chinese officials asking for “urgent action” to interdict 

North Korean missile components in the Beijing airport on their way to 

Iran. There were, according to the cable, 10 similar shipments passing 

through Beijing despite American requests to stop them.
45

 The failure to 

offer any cooperation to Washington showed, at a minimum, Chinese 

complicity with North Korean proliferation.   

China, unfortunately, may be continuing to use North Korea as a 

conduit to Iran. The North’s newest missile, the KN-08, could be headed 

there soon, according to arms expert Richard Fisher. Analysts think the 

Russians are the source of the KN-08, but as Fisher points out, they 

never built a liquid-fueled, road-mobile ballistic missile.
46

 China, 

however, had such a program, which produced the DF-22. Moreover, 

China has admitted transferring to the North Koreans six chassis for the 

KN-08 transporter-erector-launcher, and some think the Chinese sold the 

rest of the TEL, including the interface with the missile.
47

 If a Chinese 
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enterprise indeed sold the entire TEL, China probably transferred the 

missile as well. “How else would a North Korean company be able to 

build a TEL for the KN-08?” Fisher asks. “You need intimate knowledge 

of the missile in order to build its truck.”
48

 And if he is right about North 

Korea exporting to Iran, China would still appear to be in the 

proliferation business, albeit indirectly. 

Finally, given the close relationships between Beijing and Damascus 

and Beijing and Tehran, it is unlikely that the North could have 

participated in the Dair Alzour project without China’s knowledge and 

maybe even without Chinese consent. 

Despite what Beijing officials were saying, they had been playing 

“the proliferation card,” their most powerful tool for accomplishing their 

country’s most important strategic objectives. In addition to Tehran and 

Damascus, it is almost certain that Beijing, either directly or through 

surrogates Pakistan and North Korea, transferred nuclear technology to 

Riyadh, Cairo, Algiers, and Saddam’s Baghdad.
49

 So as much as we 

would like to think otherwise, the Chinese were willing to risk nuclear 

winter to get their way in the world through “managed proliferation.” 

“There is a circle of countries that want nuclear weapons,” says Fisher, 

“and in the center of that circle of evil is China.”
50

  

Some may object to his value judgments, but Fisher’s “center of that 

circle” characterization is certainly apt. Former U.S. official Joseph 

DeTrani points out that North Korea and Iran are “proliferation 

epicenters,”
51

 but at least up to recent times they were, in reality, only at 

the fringes of that activity. It was China that was in the middle. 

China’s centrality meant that North Korean nuclear proliferation, 

year in and year out, fit Beijing’s strategic purposes. So by helping to 

disperse the bomb, Pyongyang was at the same time tightening the bonds 

with its main benefactor. Therefore, Kim rulers, by selling technology 

and components for dangerous weapons, were ensuring the survival of 

their state in a way far more important than just the earning of large sums 

from export customers. They were ensuring the support of their most 

important backer. 

Perhaps there was not a formal conspiracy with North Korean 

henchmen scrupulously implementing the detailed plans of Chinese 

masterminds, but Pyongyang essentially took over Dr. Khan’s customer 

list and its sales were helping friends of Beijing, thereby furthering 

Chinese objectives. That made the Kim regime particularly useful to 

China. And, of course, it meant that the North had a big “green light” to 



62 International Journal of Korean Studies  Fall 2014 

sell the world’s most destructive weaponry to states working with 

Beijing. 

 

A New “Tilt” for China? 
In September 2013, China’s Ministry of Commerce issued a 236-

page list of dual-use and other items that could not be exported to North 

Korea.
52

 To skeptics the new prohibitions were meaningless. Beijing, the 

argument went, had voted for all five sets of Security Council sanctions 

on North Korea since 2006 and had violated them all, in some cases 

blatantly.   

Despite the possibility of residual proliferation—the KN-08 for 

instance—there are reasons to believe Beijing’s atrocious record of 

compliance either has improved recently or could improve in the near 

future. Why? The relationship between Beijing and Pyongyang over the 

first half of 2014 has dramatically changed, at least in some respects. It is 

possible that the changes could be, as a practical matter, permanent. 

At one time, the two people’s republics, which share a long border, 

were close in more than just a physical sense. When Kim Il Sung and 

Mao Zedong ruled their young states, relations were conducted by two 

larger-than-life figures speaking the same language, literally and 

figuratively. As important, they shared interests, goals, and outlooks. 

Diplomacy was conducted on a leader-to-leader basis, and even though 

the two grand men did not always see eye-to-eye, they knew how to deal 

with the other.   

Their successors did not share the same bond, however. Kim Jong Il, 

Kim Il Sung’s aberrant son, strained relations with his Chinese neighbors 

throughout his rule, from his father’s death in 1994 to his death in 2011. 

And with the elevation of Kim Jong Un, ties between Beijing and 

Pyongyang hit new lows—and seem to be getting worse by the month.   

Kim Jong Un’s assumption of power created turmoil in Pyongyang 

as he struggled to consolidate a shaky hold on power and as regime 

elements fought each other. The viciousness of those struggles directly 

led to the rupture of relations between China and North Korea. December 

2013 was a turning point in this regard. That month, young Kim, acting 

with a ferocity shocking observers, sidelined his uncle Jang Song Thaek 

in the most final way possible, by swift execution.   

Married to Kim’s aunt, the ailing Kim Kyong Hui, Jang was often 

called the second-most influential figure in Pyongyang. He was 

considered such in part because he and his wife had been chosen by Kim 
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Jong Il to serve as regents of sorts to Jong Un, who may have been only 

28 when he suddenly became the North’s supreme ruler. And while Jang 

acted as protector of the new leader, he served as China’s conduit to 

Pyongyang’s inner circle. Chinese officials, in short, thought they had 

found a direct pipeline to young Kim.   

Beijing’s use of Jang for this purpose, which once looked like a 

masterstroke, ultimately proved to be a mistake. Kim Jong Un, to justify 

the killing of a family member, had to demonize his uncle. State media, 

therefore, labeled the 67-year-old regime-insider a “traitor to the nation 

for all ages,”
53

 and to justify that tag Kim criminalized his close 

association with China. In detailing Jang’s crimes, the official Korean 

Central News Agency made two references to the People’s Republic of 

China: his selling of “coal and other precious underground resources at 

random” and his “selling off the land of the Rason economic and trade 

zone to a foreign country for a period of five decades.” Moreover, the 

charge of Jang being “bribed by enemies”
54

 is probably a reference to the 

Chinese. 

When Jang died—probably by large-caliber rounds and not, as 

reported, by ravenous canines—China lost its most influential contact in 

Pyongyang. Kim Jong Un had given uncle Jang Song Thaek nearly free 

rein to handle relations with the Chinese. Kim, therefore, risked his 

China ties when he ordered the execution of Jang. 

If Kim had stopped his purge with the killing of his uncle, relations 

with Beijing would have been largely unaffected, but he continued his 

“reign of terror”
55

 and systematically rooted out Jang’s large, nationwide 

patronage network. As Kim did so, he eliminated most of Jang’s 

underlings who had handled China matters. In short, by prolonging the 

purge Kim ended most contacts with his most important benefactor.   

It appears Kim did not set out to cut himself off from China. On the 

contrary, it looks like he tried to maintain ties by sending China a 

message after Jang’s death. “There will be no change of policy, either 

inside the country or in its foreign outlook,” Kim signaled, in the words 

of a “New York-based diplomat.”
56

    

And he in fact initially tried to rebuild his lifeline to Beijing. For 

instance, in the early months of 2014 he sent Kim Ki Sok to the Chinese 

capital and Shenzhen looking for Chinese money.
57

 Kim even 

rehabilitated some Jang’s allies because of their China expertise. There 

are reports he reinstated two such officials, “a sign,” in the words of 

Voice of America, Pyongyang was trying “to repair its economic 
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relations with its powerful neighbor.”
58

 As a part of this effort, the cloud 

over Ji Jae Ryong, considered a “linking pin” between Jang and China,
59

 

was lifted, apparently because he was needed by the regime in Beijing.   

Therefore, at least at first, the break in ties appears a byproduct, and 

not the goal of Kim’s moves. Yet the rebuilding of the China relationship 

was not a priority for Supreme Commander Kim. After all, in May 2014 

he demoted Choe Ryong Hae, then considered to be North Korea’s No. 2 

official. Choe’s removal meant that one more figure with China 

experience and expertise had left the senior ranks in Pyongyang. Brock 

University’s Charles Burton has called the demotion “another signal that 

cannot be pleasing” to the Chinese.
60

 

The Chinese, for their part, seemed to have been genuinely surprised 

by Jang’s purge and execution,
61

 a clear indication of how much access 

and influence they had lost in Pyongyang since Kim Jong Un assumed 

power. Not surprisingly, Beijing tried to build bridges from its end, for 

instance, by sending two Foreign Ministry delegations to Pyongyang in 

the beginning of 2014.
62

     

Yet despite the intensified Chinese diplomacy, the Foreign Ministry 

delegations were not successful in restoring cordial ties, and since those 

visits the North has, according to one account, “virtually suspended 

official exchanges with China.”
63

 Moreover, Pyongyang has reportedly 

summoned home, for the second time after the execution of Jang Song 

Thaek, all trade officials stationed in the People’s Republic. “On the 

surface, they were recalled for ideological study,” a source told Chosun 

Ilbo, the Seoul newspaper, “but in fact it’s a kind of silent protest against 

China.”
64

 

China was also the object of not-so-subtle gestures. From the spring 

of 2014 the Korean People’s Army has been “ratcheting up 

denunciations of China, calling it a ‘sworn enemy.’ ”
65

 That name-calling 

followed reports from late March 2014 that Kim Jong Un had ordered the 

Kang Kon Military Academy, a training ground for the country’s top 

officers, to hang signs with a quote from his grandfather that China is a 

“turncoat and our enemy.”
66

 The signs were also put up at training 

schools for Workers’ Party officials. It is not clear what caused Kim to 

order the posting of the signs—the Chosun Ilbo reported he was angered 

by Beijing voting for U.N. sanctions in 2013—but the sentiment was 

unmistakable. And so was the idea behind the North Korean military 

using images of pandas, a symbol of China, for target practice.
67
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Donald Kirk, a veteran North Korea watcher, has written that much 

of the factional strife in Pyongyang occurs without affecting the regime’s 

relations with Beijing.
68

 That assessment, which was once correct, has 

now become less so. The downward momentum in ties has become more 

evident in recent months as infighting in Pyongyang has seemed to 

intensify. China, for example, cut off oil flowing to the North this year. 

The stoppage, which lasted virtually the entire first half of 2014, seems 

to have degraded the operations of the North Korean military.
69

 

Moreover, North Korean grain imports from China during the first half 

of that year fell by more than half,
70

 another sign of deteriorating 

relations. Despite the severe effect of these actions, Kim John Un has 

shown no signs of buckling.   

And now Xi Jinping, China’s newish ruler, has added even more fuel 

to the fire with his July 2014 trip to Seoul. For the first time, a Chinese 

leader had visited the South Korean capital before traveling to the North. 

Observers correctly saw a snub, a “cold shoulder” as the New York 

Times put it.
71

  John Delury of Seoul’s Yonsei University explained the 

significance of the summit this way: “The message is that if North Korea 

continues to keep Beijing at a distance and not work harder to make 

China happy, then China will tilt towards South Korea.”
 72

  

The “tilt” had already occurred, however.  Xi Jinping had hosted 

South Korea’s president, Park Geun-hye, in Beijing in June 2013, and 

even a year later Xi had not extended an invitation to Kim Jong Un to 

visit his capital.
 73

   

But how far is China tilting? Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman 

Qin Gang at the time said that no one should “over-read” Xi’s visit to 

Seoul.
74

 Similarly, famed Korea watcher Andrei Lankov notes that “the 

mood in Beijing has changed to a certain extent, but such changes have 

thus far produced little impact on actual policy—and are not likely to, at 

least for the time being.” He sees the Chinese, for their own reasons, 

continuing to provide their North Korean counterparts “a modicum of 

support.” The most they will do to show displeasure is “to take some 

mild countermeasures aimed at curtailing the speed of nuclear weapons 

development in the North.”
 75

 

Lankov may be correct that there may be no meaningful changes in 

the next few months, yet in the longer term China-North Korea relations 

will have to change, if for no other reason than leaders on both sides of 

the border are no respecters of the status quo. Xi Jinping, who believes in 

China’s right to dominate its region, has little apparent tolerance for an 
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obviously defiant Kim Jong Un. Kim, for his part, is swiftly 

downgrading China and finding other backers, most notably China’s 

adversary Japan
76

—a move bound to outrage Xi—as well as Russia, a 

peer competitor to China.
77

 Kim Jong Un, using the playbook developed 

by his grandfather and perfected by his father, is always trying to disrupt 

the existing order in North Asia, and a North Korea with Tokyo and 

Moscow at its side changes many equations in North Asia. 

Everybody seems to be making new friends in that troubled region. 

Chinese academics for years have been talking about their country 

switching sides on the Korean peninsula, and now such a shift looks like 

it is beginning to take place. The tilt toward South Korea—not to 

mention the serious deterioration of ties between Beijing and 

Pyongyang—will undoubtedly have long-term implications for Chinese 

support for North Korean proliferation. South Korea, Beijing’s new 

friend, is absolutely opposed to the North Korean nuclear weapons and 

ballistic missile programs, as is Seoul’s main backer and treaty ally, the 

United States. Both Seoul and Washington have for years been trying to 

move China towards compliance with its obligation to enforce Security 

Council sanctions.   

The fact that Beijing has obviously been leaning hard on the North 

Koreans in recent months raises the possibility that Chinese officials are 

also making an effort to enforce international sanctions as well as their 

domestic export prohibitions, such as the newly-issued 236-page list. If 

the Chinese are making such an effort—and we might not know whether 

they are for some time—continued proliferation could become risky for 

the Kim regime.   

In short, the “mild countermeasures” Lankov talks about might end 

up affecting North Korea’s arms sales. Slowing the North’s proliferation, 

after all, would send a message to Kim Jong Un without seriously 

undermining the stability of his regime. Pyongyang might no longer find 

protection and support—or at least the same level of such—for its 

proliferant ways from Chinese leaders. And if North Korea loses such 

support, its officials will then have to weigh the benefits of proliferation 

against its risks, something they have not had to do when China backed 

the North’s arms exports.   

 

A Mission Impossible? 

Policymakers in the administration of George W. Bush assumed 

China would eventually realize that it was in its interest to disarm—
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“denuclearize”—the Kim regime and that the Chinese had the power to 

do so. Because Beijing has not in fact persuaded the North to give up its 

arsenal, many have assumed China chose not to use its considerable clout.   

Similarly, American efforts to stop North Korean weapons sales 

have, apart from interdiction on the high seas and at international airports, 

focused on China, getting Beijing to prevent shipments from crossing 

Chinese territory. The end goal was to persuade Chinese officials to lean 

on their North Korean counterparts.  

The recent breakdown in relations between Beijing and Pyongyang, 

however, raises the possibility that China, whatever its leaders may once 

have thought about denuclearization and proliferation, now does not have 

the ability to influence North Korea in this regard. Tellingly, Beijing’s 

ambassador to the U.S. in early April 2014 expressed irritation over 

Washington hectoring his country about its North Korean ally. “You are 

giving us a mission impossible,” Cui Tiankai said to an audience in the 

American capital then.
78

 

At first glance, Ambassador Cui’s protest seems disingenuous 

because large and prosperous China would appear to have the power to 

boss around small and destitute North Korea, especially when it comes to 

issues relating to arms sales. For one thing, the North Koreans do not 

take in nearly as much from weapons customers as they receive from 

their Chinese compatriots.   

North Korea’s proceeds from proliferation, even if they exceed the 

$3 billion estimates, are not nearly as big as the total of subsidies and 

grants from China’s central government, the proceeds of trade with 

Chinese parties, and amounts invested in North Korea by China. There 

are no good estimates of Beijing’s total subsidies and grants, but it is 

apparent that the North Korean economy is becoming increasingly reliant 

on China’s cash, especially in the form of the proceeds of trade and 

investment.   

Largely as a result of mineral purchases, trade between China and 

North Korea jumped 10.4% in 2013, reaching a record $6.5 billion.
79

 

That increase meant that the People’s Republic, historically the North’s 

largest trading partner, substantially increased its share of trade in 2013, 

to almost 90%
80

 from 68.4%
81

 the year before. And as goes trade, so goes 

investment. There are few reliable figures quantifying inward capital 

flows in recent years, but China appears to have kept its role as the main 

source of investment cash.
82

  

It is apparent that Chinese investment and trade are large in relation 



68 International Journal of Korean Studies  Fall 2014 

to the North Korean economy. According to the Bank of Korea, the 

North’s gross domestic product in 2013 amounted to KRW 30.84 trillion, 

about $29.3 billion.
83

 China’s support obviously makes the difference 

between growth and contraction for the North. The North’s economy is 

now finely balanced, expanding just 0.8% in 2011, 1.3% in 2012, and 1.1% 

in 2013.
84

 Take away Chinese cash, and the DPRK goes from anemic 

growth back to contraction, suddenly.   

But China’s raw economic power does not necessarily translate into 

influence in Pyongyang. Paradoxically, as Chinese money has become 

more important to the North Korean economy, Beijing’s ability to sway 

the Kim regime has noticeably declined.   

There are several reasons for this unusual phenomenon. Chinese 

authorities, for example, do not control much of the trade and investment 

cash flowing to the North, something the North Koreans undoubtedly 

have figured out by now. In addition, Washington is bypassing China in 

its dealings with Pyongyang, rising Korean nationalism is diminishing 

foreigners’ influence, and Pyongyang is beginning to play the Russia and 

Japan cards against China. Moreover, pro-North Korea elements, 

especially the flag officers of the People’s Liberation Army, still strongly 

influence policy in Beijing, so Kim Jong Un surely knows he has wide 

latitude to defy China’s civilian policymakers.
85

   

Yet there is an even broader concern. The turmoil in Pyongyang 

appears to be getting worse. Beginning with the purge of Jang, the 

regime publicly admitted to internal discord, something it had not done 

since the days of Kim Il Sung. Since Jang’s downfall, the turbulence 

inside the ruling group seems to have continued. At the end of February 

2014, for example, the official Korean Central News Agency carried 

Kim Jong Un’s comments on factional infighting.
86

 The Kim family has 

built its power on the notion that it has the love, support, and devotion of 

all the people of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, so talking 

about severe disagreements means the divisions among elite elements 

must be serious. As Korea watcher Bruce Bechtol stated in February 

2014, “Things are as tenuous as I have ever seen them.”
87

 There have 

been so many demotions, promotions, and executions that in March 2014 

an unnamed South Korean official compared Kim Jong Un to a driver of 

a car with no brakes.
88

   

In brakeless North Korea, it appears the Korean People’s Army is 

regaining political power.  When Kim Jong Un succeeded his father in 

December 2011, he appeared to favor the Workers’ Party over the army, 
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perhaps because Jang was then able to exercise outsized influence. Jang, 

as regent to Kim, looks like he overreached, and now the top brass 

appear to be as powerful as they were under Kim’s father, who made the 

army his power base with his Songun—“military first”—policy. In fact, 

some military officers feel so secure that they are openly objecting to 

Kim’s policies or even ignoring his orders, at least according to some 

reports.
89

 If flag officers are indeed that influential, then the chances of 

continued proliferation are high as they control the North’s weapons 

programs.   

Finally, other factors undermine the ability of Chinese leaders to 

apply leverage over their North Korean counterparts. China’s leadership, 

for one thing, is preoccupied by domestic challenges, such as a quickly 

slowing economy and discord in the Communist Party as Xi Jinping 

conducts what is tantamount to a nationwide purge of opponents and 

potential opponents. On the foreign front, Beijing is creating border 

disputes with an arc of countries, from India in the south to South Korea 

in the north, as well as challenging the principle of freedom of navigation, 

thereby taking on the United States.   

Chinese leaders, therefore, have their hands full. That means, among 

other things, that busy Beijing policymakers probably do not have that 

much time to devote to controlling the seemingly impossible-to-budge 

North Koreans. If so, Kim Jong Un may think he has a free hand to 

continue proliferating. And he might also believe his new friends in 

Tokyo and Moscow reduce his dependence on China, thereby giving him 

latitude to ignore Chinese wishes on proliferation as on other matters. 

Kim Il Sung was a master of playing off one backer against another, and 

young Kim is now developing counterweights to his friends in Beijing.   

There is a very real possibility that China no longer wants the North 

Koreans to engage in proliferation—the world’s most deadly trade—but 

now has little ability to stop it. As former American diplomat Stapleton 

Royhas said, “No one has found a way to persuade North Korea to move 

in sensible directions.”
90

   

Today, China, the country that once had the most power over the 

Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, may now have the least 

influence there. If so, the Kim regime may believe that, going forward, it 

can trade in nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles with impunity.   

In these circumstances, the outlook is more North Korean proliferation in 

coming years, not less.  
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