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8
Foreign Affairs: Between 

Rapprochement and Standoff

North Korea is not a Hermit Kingdom, and never really was. It 
might have preferred it that way, but there was just too much traffic, 
with near neighbours jostling for power and influence. There were 
times during the Cold War when Pyongyang could probably count 
its real friends on the fingers of two hands. Even now, after three 
ICBM launches and six nuclear tests, the North retains substantial 
links to the outside world, despite pressure in 2017 from Washington 
for states to degrade – if not entirely sever – diplomatic relations.

Their only major success was with Madrid. Pyongyang opened an 
embassy there in January 2014, mainly intended to look after dozens 
of young Korean footballers to be brought in for training with 
Spanish La Liga clubs. (In addition, two players have signed profes-
sional contracts in Italy: Choe Song Hyok for Serie A’s Fiorentina 
and Han Jwang Song for Serie B Perugia.) In September 2017 the 
Spanish government declared Ambassador Kim Hyok Chol persona 
non grata. It has been joined in this position by Kuwait, Peru, and 
Mexico. Malaysia, after the assassination of Kim Jong Nam, expelled 
the North Korean ambassador. Since Singapore – and a new gov-
ernment – it has reversed its decision. None of the other countries 
involved have broken off diplomatic relations. More than two dozen 
embassies remain in Pyongyang, but North Korea’s relations with the 
outside world took a sharp turn for the worse.

When Kim Jong Un first took power, there were new leaders in the 
ROK, Japan, and China, and the US had a second-term president, 
released from the electoral cycle. North Korea had wanted to open 
up economically and politically, at least in terms of foreign relations. 
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220 talking to north korea

Yet the twin needs for internal consolidation and external security 
– accompanied by the loss of faith in the country’s Chinese ‘friends’ 
– prejudiced it against concessions and for confrontation. If it had to 
be done, ’twas best done quickly. To deter Washington, Kim Jong Un 
concluded it would be necessary to have a nuclear deterrent capable 
of threatening the mainland United States. Once the technology was 
proven, the regime would be safe, but there would be a dangerous 
interregnum between commission and conclusion, overshadowed by 
the prospect of a preventive strike by the US.

The goal was economic development, but the means were rocketry 
and nuclear technology. For long-term economic gain, Pyongyang 
was willing to take short-term pain, with more and tougher 
sanctions. While UN Security Council resolutions might just have 
some wriggle room for the ‘peaceful use of space’ – although far less 
after 2005 and 2006, when the US’s neo-con ambassador to the UN, 
John Bolton, got his hands on the sanctions resolutions – the same 
was never true for nuclear weapons. The consequence was an endless 
ratcheting up of sanctions, all punctuated by the UN Commission 
of Inquiry in March 2013, with its inevitable attempt to refer 
Pyongyang to the International Criminal Court for crimes against 
humanity (ultimately vetoed by China in late 2014).

The sanctions imposed in August and December 2017 further 
tightened the garrotte around Pyongyang’s economy. Pyongyang 
drove ahead with its missile and nuclear development throughout 
2017. In a series of missile tests it demonstrated a good beginning 
in submarine-launch capacity and successively the ability to hit 
Guam, then the mainland US, and finally all of the country with its 
November 2017 Hwasong-15 test firing. Then it paused for breath 
– or for good – and announced its programme was complete. Kim 
Jong Un’s New Year’s address reiterated that the development of the 
nuclear deterrent was complete, with the less helpful addendum that 
now was the time for mass production.

In September 2016 Pyongyang demonstrated what it described 
as a miniaturised weapon, with a yield somewhere between the 15 
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kilo-tonnes of Hiroshima and the 20 kilo-tonnes of Nagasaki. In 
September 2017 it tested what it identified as a hydrogen bomb but 
was more likely a tritium-boosted fusion weapon. This was supported 
by Pyongyang’s claim of a variable yield. The yield was estimated at 
up to 250 kilo-tonnes. 

Donald Trump has made the passage more unpredictable, 
colourful, and erratic, but the journey would essentially have been 
the same had Hillary Clinton, a hawk on North Korea, won the 
electoral-college vote as well as the popular vote in November 2016.

Washington’s Cold War victory in the late 1980s and early 1990s 
saw Pyongyang’s crop of friends and associates wither. As red banners 
were furled and statues tumbled across the former Soviet Empire, 
Kim Il Sung had the opportunity in the run-up to New Year 1989 
to watch the televised executions of Elena and Nikolae Ceauşescu by 
firing squad. Post-Communist leaders looked to the booming South 
rather than the destitute North. The 1988 Seoul Olympic Games 
showcased the South’s economic success. South Korea’s bilateral 
trade doubled with China and tripled with the Soviet Union between 
1987 and 1989. The Soviet Union set up a trade office in Seoul in 
1988, and its successor state, the Russian Federation, established 
diplomatic relations in 1991. Beijing followed, to Pyongyang’s fury, a 
year later. It was the recognition of a new reality. 

By the early 1990s, the first Russian president, Boris Yeltsin, had 
totally written off the North in favour of the South. The economic 
consequences for Pyongyang were dire. As we have seen, China and 
the Soviet Union had historically competed for influence with the 
North by providing oil and other imports at ‘friendship’ prices, in 
exchange for increasingly shoddy and barely functional manufactured 
items from the North. With the fall of the Soviet Union, it became a 
seller’s market. Trade between Russia and the North vanished, going 
from $3 billion (€2.6 billion) in 1989 to $40 million (€30 million) 
in 1999, barely 1 per cent of the earlier figure, as hard currency 
replaced delinquent goods as the means of exchange. Losing heavily 
subsidised food and energy imports as well as captive markets for 
its poor-quality countertraded manufactured goods left the North 
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222 talking to north korea

economically marooned. China followed Russia’s lead: for the first 
time since Mao’s victory, it began demanding payment in hard cash.

There are 24 foreign embassies in Pyongyang, including those of 
Cambodia, Vietnam, Laos, India, Germany, the UK, and Sweden, 
which also acts as the protecting power for Australia, Canada, and 
the US.1 Sweden established diplomatic relations in April 1973 more 
than 21 years before it joined the EU. Currently, seven EU member 
states have embassies in Pyongyang: Bulgaria, Czech Republic, 
Germany, Poland, Romania, Sweden and the United Kingdom. The 
UK will leave the group on 29 March 2019, when it exits the EU. In 
turn, North Korea has almost 50 embassies overseas, including in 
Syria, Senegal, Indonesia, and Venezuela. It also has missions to the 
UN in Geneva, Paris, and New York. Pyongyang has long wanted to 
open an embassy to the EU in Brussels, but due to a combination of 
French objections and Belgium intransigence, the request has been 
denied, despite the establishment of diplomatic relations in 2001.2

Key to understanding and dealing with the North’s foreign 
relations is to note that it is not the Foreign Ministry that makes 
policy but the Party, as in China and Vietnam. Alongside the Foreign 
Ministry’s departments for Europe, Asia, Africa, and America, the 
WPK’s International Department has its own organigram, with 
separate departments for China, former Soviet Union and Eastern 
Europe, Europe, Asia, and the Americas. Alongside these geograph-
ical divisions within the Party, there are horizontal departments 
dealing with organisation and guidance, research, etc. Relations with 
South Korea are considered domestic, not international, and so are 
dealt with by the Korean Asia-Pacific Peace Committee (which acts 
as a ministry in its own right) and, within the Party, by the United 
Front Department.

Japan

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, North Korea had a very 
pragmatic motive for attempting rapprochement with Tokyo: money. 
Japan had effectively paid ‘reparations’ for its occupation and coloni-
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sation when it normalised relations with the South in 1965, giving 
$300 million (€255 million) outright and a further $500 million 
(€425 million) in soft loans. A similar normalisation with the North, 
it is estimated, is worth, in contemporary prices, as much as $12.5 to 
$25 billion (€11.7 to €23.4 billion), equivalent to between $475 and 
$950 (€430 and €860) for every man, women, and child in the North.

In March 1989, Japanese prime minister Noboru Takeshita, 
speaking in the Diet, expressed ‘deep remorse’ for the excesses of 
Japan’s colonial rule on the Korean peninsula and called for the 
North to open talks. This signal was followed in September 1990 
by a delegation of Diet members visiting Pyongyang, and was 
succeeded by eight rounds of negotiations on normalising relations 
between January 1991 and November 1992. Pyongyang – as with 
its claims against the US – wanted additional compensation for the 
post-colonial period. Talks finally collapsed after the CIA briefed 
Tokyo on Pyongyang’s nuclear ambitions.

Despite the failed 1998 satellite launch over Japan, dialogue did 
finally resume in April 2000. It was suspended in December 2001 
after Japanese coast guards chased a North Korean spy ship out of its 
territorial waters, sank the boat, and captured the crew. A year later, 
in September 2002, Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi travelled to 
Pyongyang for a summit meeting with Kim Jong Il. They signed 
the Japan–DPRK Pyongyang Declaration, in which North Korea 
agreed to maintain its ongoing moratorium on missile tests while 
Kim and Koizumi traded apologies, with the former apologising for 
the North’s abductions of Japanese citizens and the latter for the 
Japanese occupation of Korea. Pyongyang disclosed that a ‘rogue 
unit’ had kidnapped 13 Japanese between 1977 and 1983, of whom 
8 had subsequently died. The five survivors were allowed to travel 
to Japan for a ‘temporary’ visit. Tokyo never allowed them to return. 
They landed in Japan less than 48 hours before the US announced 
that Pyongyang had ‘confessed’ to a secret HEU programme. In May 
2004, Koizumi returned to Pyongyang for a day trip, bringing family 
members of the five abductees, who denied rather unconvincingly 
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224 talking to north korea

that this was a swap for the food and humanitarian assistance Tokyo 
had just approved.

Kim Jong Il made a strategic mistake in assuming that his apology 
for the abductions and releasing the five survivors would improve 
relations with Tokyo. This was not to be the case. Partly fanned by 
the media, the Japanese public was outraged both by the North – 
and, to a lesser extent, their government for too long ignoring the 
issue. It continues to fester.

In October 2006, after the North’s first nuclear test, Tokyo banned 
all imports from the DPRK. Progress on both bilateral relations and 
the Six-Party Talks were stalled during 2007 and 2008 by Japan’s 
continued pre-occupation with the abduction issue. Tokyo proved 
unwilling to contribute to the provision of HFO to the North while 
the issue remained unresolved. Relations became even worse in 
2009, when Pyongyang launched a number of ballistic missiles and 
conducted another nuclear test. Japan responded with a total export 
ban to match the earlier import ban.

Kim Jong Il’s death and Kim Jong Un’s accession did nothing to 
improve relations. Pyongyang’s two satellite launches in April and 
December 2012 and its third nuclear test in February 2013 saw 
further unilateral sanctions from Tokyo. The Japanese government 
exacted further retribution in 2013 by co-sponsoring, with the 
EU, the UN Human Rights Council resolution establishing the 
Commission of Inquiry.

In an attempt to break the deadlock on the abductee issue, in 
2014, further talks took place in Stockholm, Beijing, and Berlin. 
Pyongyang announced a fresh round of investigations into the fate 
of the eight ‘dead’ abductees and promised a full report within a year. 
In exchange, Tokyo allowed representatives of the North Korean 
residents of Japan to visit Pyongyang for the first time in six or 
seven years. The report never materialised. In July 2015, Kang Suk 
Ju stated that, subsequent to May 2014’s Stockholm agreement, the 
North’s promised investigation had been concluded without locating 
any of the ‘missing’ abductees. As far as Pyongyang was concerned, 
the matter was now closed. Japan continued to protest loud and long, 
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with organised lobbying in the US and Europe, accompanied by film 
documentaries and relatives. North Korea’s continued nuclear and 
ballistic missile tests – particularly its August 2017 test, which passed 
high above Japan – have reinforced the antipathy. Now all Japanese 
mobile phones are enabled with a feature that allows the government 
to issue an alert when North Korea launches missiles over Japan.

The DPRK sees no role for Japan in future negotiations arguing 
that their obsession with the fate of the abductees will obstruct 
progress. Part of the problem is the central role played over the 
years by Abe, now prime minister. He was Koizumi’s chief of staff in 
2002 and was responsible for flouting the promise to Pyongyang –
overriding opposition within the LDP – to return the five abductees 
to the North and their families after their visit to Japan. The 
issue has taken on a life of its own in Japan, with new ‘abductees’ 
constantly being discovered. In the following years, civil society 
groups have logged over 900 names. Abe played to that constituency 
after he replaced Koizumi as prime minister in 2006, establishing 
a high-profile stand-alone Ministry for Abduction Issues. Then he 
allowed the press and public to force him to take the position that ‘all 
[presumably 17] abductees as yet unreturned are still alive and Japan 
will not rest until their final return’. This is wishful thinking at best. 
The oldest would be 93 and two more would be in their 80s, in a 
country where male life expectancy is 66.

The North returning the ashes and remains of other abductees 
proved just as controversial. The Japanese government performed 
DNA analysis on remains purported to be of abductee Yokota 
Megumi and concluded they were not hers but rather those of two 
unrelated people. Pyongyang was lying. The response was an article 
in Nature – one of the world’s most prestigious science journals – 
divulging that the analysis at Teikyo University had been carried 
out by a junior faculty member with no previous experience in the 
analysis of cremated specimens, utilising a technique no longer 
accepted by forensic laboratories in the US because of the risk of 
contamination.3 Even the researcher, Yoshi Tomio, had claimed his 
tests were ‘inconclusive’.
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Chief cabinet secretary Hosoda Hiroyuki attacked Nature’s 
article as ‘inadequate and a misrepresentation’.4 Nature responded 
in a highly unusual editorial, arguing that Japan’s ‘interpretation of 
the DNA tests has crossed the boundary of science’s freedom from 
political interference’ and that ‘dealing with North Korea is no fun, 
but it doesn’t justify breaking rules of separation between science and 
politics’.5 Pyongyang’s demand for the remains to be returned for 
independent testing was rejected and new unilateral sanctions were 
imposed by Tokyo even as it sat in the Six-Party Talks.

An additional stumbling block is the fate of the ‘Yodo Group’ of 
Japanese hijackers from 1970. Four are still in Pyongyang, having 
been granted political asylum.6 Despite their offer to return to Japan 
– with Pyongyang’s approbation – to face close to a decade in prison 
in exchange for Japan dropping allegations that members of the 
group were involved in abductions, the Japanese Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs has consistently refused to take them back. For many years 

Figure 29  The remaining Japanese Red Army Faction hijackers,  
2016. Photo © David Yarrow.
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their presence in Pyongyang served as the proximate excuse to keep 
the North on the US’s ‘terror state’ list.

Japan is thus likely to be side-lined in any multilateral group trying 
to resolve the crisis on the Peninsula. Japan is in denial, both that the 
Six-Party Talks are dead – here they are not alone – and that they 
are largely responsible. While the next stage is likely two parallel and 
interlocking sets of bilateral negotiations, North–South and North–
US, any solution is likely to require a multilateral group of ‘donors’ 
and ‘guarantors’. In Beijing, Pyongyang, and Seoul, Tokyo are seen as 
wreckers rather than builders, spoilers rather than sceptics.

China

China was Pyongyang’s greatest ally, and many still perceive it as 
such. With the collapse of the Soviet Union, it became the only 
major power the North could rely on. For many years, around 90 per 
cent of North Korea’s foreign trade was conducted with and through 
China, with minerals, seafood, and textiles traded principally for oil. 
Prior to the latest rounds of sanctions in the second half of 2017, 
trade was booming. Chinese official reports showed that their trade 
grew by 37.4 per cent in the first quarter of 2017, compared to the 
same period in 2016.7

Nevertheless, Beijing’s trade with Seoul dwarfs that with 
Pyongyang. The DPRK is more political problem than economic 
opportunity. Hu Jintao urged ‘socialist modernisation’ to Kim Jong 
Il after the two declared 2009 a ‘Year of Friendship’.8 A year later, 
however, China refused to condemn Pyongyang for the sinking of 
the Cheonan – motivated as much by the cynicism of Washington 
as the North’s innocence – and labelled the Commission of Inquiry 
report ‘unreasonable’.

Nevertheless, ‘as close as lips and teeth’ has not described the rela-
tionship between the two countries for a more than decade. The key 
turning point was Kim Jong Un’s succession. Under his father there 
were frequent visits between the two, even if more arrived in Beijing 
than departed to Pyongyang. This all changed in 2011 with Beijing 
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unenamoured with the new leader backing the wrong horse twice. 
Jang Song Thaek was executed and Kim Jong Nam assassinated. 
More recently, Beijing’s estrangement with Guo Wengui – a billion-
aire exile in New York who was close to Jang and the leadership – has 
deprived them of their eyes and ears.

Beijing has ‘resolutely opposed’ the North’s nuclear programme as 
an indirect threat to its own security. A nuclear North Korea justifies 
close containment of the Peninsula by Washington, the deployment 
of missile-defence technologies in both South Korea and Japan, and 
Tokyo’s abrogation of Article 9 of Japan’s US-imposed constitution – 
all of which copy across as threats not only to Pyongyang but Beijing. 
While Kim Jong Il saw the nuclear programme as an option to be 
explored, for Kim Jong Un it was a core objective.

Beijing routinely condemned all the North’s tests, but became 
serious after the SPA amended the constitution in 2012 to make the 
North a ‘nuclear-armed state’. In the Security Council, Beijing – and 
to a lesser extent Moscow – did a political shuffle from blocking 
sanctions to abstaining, from abstention to support, and finally back 
home – from going through the motions to making them real.

As of early 2016, China was still not serious about sanctions. This 
changed when Pyongyang publicly snubbed its envoy, sent to urge 
North Korea to suspend February’s satellite launch. This was a slight 
Beijing did not forget, after Beijing had just softened its stance. 
Complicating matters was that, the previous December, Chinese 
authorities had sent the North’s Moranbong Band packing after they 
refused to drop their ‘mushroom cloud’ backdrop. China suspended 
coal imports. Pyongyang went from feeling disillusioned to feeling 
betrayed. 

China is no longer the North’s best friend. Until recently the 
relationship has been a toxic one; it would be difficult to underesti-
mate the degree of mistrust on both sides. China has precious little 
influence on Pyongyang, save that over trade. China would like to 
keep the status quo. China does have the economic leverage to bring 
Pyongyang to its knees, but is all too aware of the North’s willing-
ness to fight it and the prospect of millions of refugees flooding Jilin 
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Province – they were constructing refugee camps there in early 2018 
– and US troops on the southern banks of the Yalu River. Washington 
wants to ‘save the armistice’; Beijing wants to ‘save the revolution’. 
My enemy’s enemy is my friend. The question is who’s who.

The sudden rapprochement with China, with Kim Jong Un 
travelling to Beijing, Dandong, and back to Beijing after the 
Singapore summit to meet with Xi Jinping in March, May, and June, 
reflects the feeling in Pyongyang that Washington is trying to treat 
it as a ‘surrendered state’ that has lost the war. North Korea is looking 
for Xi’s – and Moon’s – support for a ‘phased and synchronous’ denu-
clearisation, over the Libyan model that John Bolton is trying to foist 
on Trump.

Figure 30  Rason Port, waiting for business.
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United States

In May 2009, four months after Barack Obama’s inauguration, 
Pyongyang conducted its second nuclear test. The president, on the 
surface, did nothing, neither negotiation nor threat. Obama was 
waiting for the other shoe to drop. ‘Strategic patience’ was intended to 
let the pressure of sanctions change hearts and minds in Pyongyang. 
There were to be no incentives to come to the negotiating table. In 
the meantime, technology would hold the line. THAAD and other 
missile-defence weapon systems would be deployed, and if it helped 
the bottom lines of US defence contractors, that was all to the good. 
Obama also stepped up the pressure on the North’s surrogate partner, 
China, to make them see sense. Needless to say, strategic patience (or, 
more accurately, malign neglect), didn’t work. Pyongyang went on to 
conduct another three nuclear tests, two satellite launches, and close 
to 70 missile tests during Obama’s watch.

Despite all claims to the contrary, the first year of the Trump 
presidency brought more continuity than change. It had a darker hue 
and was peppered with promises of ‘fire and fury’, yet Washington 
was loitering with intent. Publicly, each long-range missile launch 
and nuclear test saw the US and UN ratcheting sanctions up further. 
In Washington, even after Kim Jong Un’s New Year’s address, this 
continued, as Trump extolled the efficacy of ‘maximum pressure’.

Behind closed doors in the US, the talk was of covert action, 
with attempts to find, create, and exploit cleavages within the ruling 
family and friends of the regime and incite civil unrest, using the Iraq 
playbook. Pyongyang’s responses were unsurprising, with statements 
cut and pasted from past ultimatums – with the addition of a very 
specific threat to bracket the US military outpost on Guam with 
missiles around the island and hints at firing a conventionally tipped 
missile into the deep South Pacific.

In many senses, Washington and Pyongyang collude and collabo-
rate. Pyongyang’s exaggerated claims about the range and accuracy of 
its missiles, the success of its nuclear tests, and its miniaturisation of 
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its warheads are all supported by some in Washington, to serve their 
own paranoia and economic interests or both.

On 2 January 2016, Otto Warmbier, an American student on a 
tourist trip, was arrested for trying to steal a framed poster from an 
off-limits floor of the Yanggakdo Hotel in Pyongyang during a tour. 
Otto’s father, Fred, was part of Vice-President Pence’s entourage at 
the Winter Olympics. Pyongyang claims Warmbier was taken ill 
with food poisoning immediately after his trial and sentencing and 
received medication and a sleeping pill. Overnight, he choked on 
his own vomit, cutting off oxygen to the brain. (Others in the North 
privately claimed it was a failed suicide attempt using the curtains 
from his room.) In the morning Warmbier was discovered uncon-
scious. Those immediately responsible panicked and failed to inform 
those higher up the chain of command, hoping he would eventually 
regain consciousness. He never did. When he was returned to the 
States, he was in a persistent vegetative state. He had been well 
looked after in the Pyongyang Friendship Hospital. On his return 
he had no bedsores, no weight loss, and no injuries, despite claims 
to the contrary.9

Exactly when the leadership and Kim Jong Un were made aware 
of Warmbier’s state is unclear. There are suspicions that it may have 
been several months before his repatriation, when there were some 
unexplained and sudden personnel changes at the top of the Ministry 
of State Security (MSS). Certainly the MFA was unaware of his 
condition until very late on. When the American team arrived to 
take him home, both the MFA and the hospital authorities refused 
to move without the authority of the MSS, although his release was 
formally the province of the courts. Warmbier’s fate precipitated 
Trump’s travel ban: individual US citizens can apply for a special 
passport to visit the North on humanitarian or national-interest 
grounds. Those with a dual nationality can travel on their non-US 
passport. The ban has remained, despite the summit.

The tightening of US sanctions is having a detrimental impact on 
all forms of engagement. Any meeting involving US citizens has to 
be authorised by the State Department; even paying for transport, 
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hotels, and meals is seen as financial support for the regime. The 
impact is not limited to the US: organisations like the Interna-
tional Committee of the Red Cross having to deal with the UNSC 
Sanctions Committee. Even though the Committee is more tractable 
than the State Department, obtaining the necessary permission can 
take four to six weeks.

From Pyongyang’s standpoint, the US is not to be trusted. If 
negotiations didn’t work in the past for Washington, they didn’t 
work for Pyongyang either. They had a letter from President Clinton 
promising to deliver the Agreed Framework, but that failed to stop 
President Bush from reneging on the deal. Some senior figures in the 
Trump administration are sceptical that the summit and dialogue 
can ultimately lead anywhere. One or two would be delighted if that 
were the case. As far as they are concerned the US have tried to 
negotiate three times and failed. Three strikes and you’re out.

The March 2018 double bombshell of Kim Jong Un inviting 
Trump to a summit and, even more surprisingly, Trump accepting 
threw everything up into the air. Trump’s intentions, however, were 
initially called into question by the virtually simultaneous dismissal 
of his tough but pragmatic national security advisor, J.R. McMaster, 
and his replacement by Bolton. Yet, in the end, Bolton was side-lined 
by Pompeo.

Pyongyang demands an early confirmation that the war is over 
followed by a peace treaty/settlement. In Washington, some argue 
that any such settlement would be a de facto recognition of North 
Korea as a nuclear-weapons state. Quite how a diplomatic agreement 
confers technological competence escapes others. The freeze in 
ICBM and nuclear testing after November 2017 has the North 
poised on the red line that in all likelihood would have triggered 
a preventive US military strike. Pyongyang claims that Trump  
committed in Singapore to announcing the end of the war on 27 July.

What would be required for Pyongyang to denuclearise? Would 
they want to return to the terms of the Agreed Framework and 
demand LWRs to compensate for the potential electricity production 
foregone by closing Yongbyong and its new experimental LWR? 
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This would be highly problematic politically, but using conventional 
power stations to break the energy blockage in the North’s economy 
would suffer from an unacceptable dependence on imported fuel. 
Reviving the LWR plans would have the advantage of shortening 
the timeline, with the foundations already in place and an institu-
tional architecture that could be rapidly tweaked to match current 
realities. Renewables might partially fill the gap, but for Pyongyang, 
virile power politics may well favour form over substance. Yet nothing 
works without a new national electricity grid.

Washington is neither willing nor able to pay the tens of billions 
of dollars any settlement will require. Trump is looking for a cheap 
solution, in US terms, and even if he wanted to pay, Congress would 
never approve the budget. Squaring the circle brings in more players.

United Nations

Given that the US intervened in the Korean civil war under the flag 
of the United Nations, which still flies alongside the Stars and Stripes 
in Panmunjom, it is hardly surprising that North Korea’s relations 
with the UN have been problematic. For decades neither North nor 
South were members, but in 1991 General Assembly Resolution 
46/1 admitted both simultaneously.

From the famine in the mid-nineties until today, the UN has 
juggled a constantly tightening sanctions regime and the provision 
of humanitarian aid (see chapter 4). Not dropping either ball has 
required increasingly frantic manoeuvring. For example, in April 2018 
the UN launched a campaign to raise $111 million (€94 million) to 
combat the North’s food insecurity, and as recently as August 2017 
it committed $6 million (€5.1 million) in aid to help cope with the 
consequences of a severe drought. Yet the new sanctions have seen 
millions of dollars of emergency medical kits held hostage on the 
Chinese border because they contained scissors. Meanwhile, the 
financial sanctions have made it increasingly costly and convoluted 
for the UN to transfer legitimate funds into Pyongyang to cover the 
costs of its agencies on the ground.

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Mon, 27 May 2019 17:39:34 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



234 talking to north korea

In response to Pyongyang’s first nuclear test in 2006, the UN 
banned the import of luxury goods and the export of technologies 
that might assist its nuclear programme. A wider arms embargo 
followed in 2009, after a satellite launch. In January 2013, after 
another satellite launch, the UN agreed on the ability to seize and 
destroy cargo intended for military R&D, with 2013’s third nuclear 
test leading in March to a ban on money transfers and an asset freeze. 
January 2016’s test brought a March embargo on the export of gold, 
vanadium, titanium, and rare-earth minerals – the last sop to Beijing 
to help it protect its semi-monopoly in the world market – while coal 
and iron exports were limited to ‘livelihood purposes’. November 
2016’s test added a further cocktail of metals and minerals to the 
mix and a cap on total coal exports. In February 2017, under pressure 
from Washington, Beijing unilaterally announced a moratorium on 
coal imports for the rest of the year.

Figures 31 and 32  Panmunjom, as entered from  
the North (left) and from the South (right).
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In 2017 there were two further rounds of sanctions. The first 
tranche targeted coal, iron ore, lead, and mineral exports generally, 
alongside seafood and textiles, and were expected to cut the North’s 
annual exports by at least $1 billion (€850 million). It also capped the 
numbers of North Korean workers in all third countries and imposed 
draconian restrictions on the foreign trade bank. The second focused 
on cutting oil imports and closing the last loopholes, ending the 
continued employment of North Korean contract labourers in Russia 
and elsewhere. Since 2006’s first sanctions, the UNSC has tightened 
the screws seven times. 

As for the North’s ‘foreign workers’ working abroad – principally 
in China and Russia, as well as the Middle East and to a lesser degree 
Europe – they are estimated to generate between $750 million (€637 
million) and $1 billion (€850 million) with a substantial proportion 
going to the state each year. A global campaign against ‘North 
Korean slave labour’ helped to push the ban. The reality is these were 
eagerly sought-after positions in the North, with people calling in 
favours to secure what are seen as lucrative opportunities.

One issue with the sanctions is sanctions implementation. In Feb-
ruary 2017, a UN panel reported that 116 of the UN’s 193 member 
states had failed to submit the required report on implementation.10 
The result has been a massive drive to push the indolent and recalci-
trant into action, with US envoys touring places like Myanmar and 
Somalia to force them to toe the line, while hunting out and pointing 
out to governments where the North is making money from using its 
embassies to host weddings in Bangladesh or as hostels in Germany.

The US started to get organised. In December 2017 it called a 
conference of the foreign ministers of the UN Command states – 
plus, as hosts, the South Koreans and the Japanese. The aim was to 
assemble a ‘coalition of the willing’ to, if necessary, continue the war 
after a 65-year hiatus. The UN was pointedly not invited. Neither 
were the EU, Russia, or China (to the fury of Xi Jinping). In March 
the US called an ‘experts meeting’ in Washington with the same 
format, adding countries like Liberia to discuss ‘enforcement of 
sanctions and control of smuggling’.
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A second area of contention is human rights. No one argues there 
are not grave concerns about the situation in the North, but the issue 
is being used by elements in the US and elsewhere as a hammer, not 
an anvil. The Commission of Inquiry was primarily the responsibility 
of member states. Damning as the material was, it was decades out of 
date, with some reporting experiences in the camps long before Kim 
Il Sung’s death in 1996. Some of those giving evidence were false 
witnesses (see chapter 4). Even accepting the contents and thrust 
of the report does not axiomatically mean that the most obvious 
outcome was to refer Kim Jong Un to the International Criminal 
Court; he had scarcely been in power a year when the report was com-
missioned. If the UN wants to improve human rights, the effective 
mechanism is the Universal Periodic Review, where Pyongyang has 
seriously engaged and adopted a majority of recommendations.

There have been discussions on the fringes of the Security Council 
about invoking either Article 5 or Article 6 of the UN Charter: the 
former allowing for the suspension of a member state ‘against which 
preventive or enforcement action has been taken by the Security 
Council’ and the latter allowing expulsion for ‘persistently’ violating 
the Charter. Pyongyang is as likely to jump as to be pushed. The 
UN continues to support 1.6 million malnourished children in the 
North, but this is virtually entirely dependent on its own emergency 
fund, as funding from member states has totally dried up.

The US, South Korea, Japan, and the EU have all imposed 
additional sanctions measures over and above those mandated by 
the UN. In the case of the US, these relate to financial transactions 
and suspicions of money laundering. There is also a 180-day ban 
on any aircraft or ship that lands in North Korea or meets with 
North Korean vessels from visiting the US. After the death of Otto 
Warmbier, American citizens are prohibited to visit North Korea 
and North Koreans to travel to the US. After the Cheonan sinking 
in 2010, Seoul severely restricted trade and banned North Korean 
vessels from landing. Tokyo, around the abductee issue, imposed 
unilateral sanctions forbidding all trade and money transfers and 
allowed asset seizures from suspicious entities or individuals. Brussels 
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has a list of trade restrictions, mainly against goods the North has 
never exported to the EU, and a ban on luxury exports. All five, with 
the UN, have semi-coherent lists of sanctioned individuals, with 
some on one, two, or three of the lists but not the others. In Iraq, the 
allies produced packs of cards featuring the 52 ‘most wanted’. Here 
they are playing with different decks.

European Union

In Pyongyang they know everything, but don’t always understand. 
This is especially true of the EU. They see a continent struggling to 
cope with austerity, the refugee crisis, Islamic terrorism, and populism. 
Yet, for all that, it was the EU that negotiated the JCPOA and signed 
with Iran to freeze and reverse its nuclear ambitions. There are two 
sides to the subsequent chapters of the story. The negative face is 
Trump’s abrogation of the Iran deal over issues outside the deal’s 
remit: Iran’s political and logistical support for the ‘wrong’ sides in the 
Middle East nexus of conflicts and its missile programme not being 
covered by the deal. All this leads Pyongyang to wonder whether a 
sustainable deal is possible with Washington. The positive face is the 
continued support for the Iran deal of the EU, France, Germany, and 
the UK, despite threats and pressure from the Trump administration, 
encouraging the North to see a wider eventual deal on the Peninsula 
sustainable with the right set of guarantors.

Though Pyongyang perceives the EU as a potentially ‘neutral’ 
force, untainted by intervention in the Korean War – despite 6 of 
the current 28 member states dispatching troops – the increasing 
tendency of EU policy-makers to follow Washington has seen it 
leaning heavily to one side. For Pyongyang, EU member states fail 
to appreciate the extent of US provocations. The German contract 
to sell over 250 Taurus KEPD 350 air-to-surface missiles to Seoul 
in 2014 was a surprise and a disappointment. It denounced the sale 
of these missiles, which have a range of 500 kilometres and can 
penetrate 6 metres of concrete, as ‘an anti-peace action that makes 
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one wonder whether Germany really wants peace on the Korean 
peninsula’.11

The EU had no diplomatic relations with Pyongyang until 
the visit by the Troika of Göran Persson, Chris Patten, and Javier 
Solana in May 2001, but a political dialogue had been established 
in December 1998. By 2000 the EU had already provided food and 
humanitarian assistance both directly ($95 million, or €106 million) 
and via the World Food Programme ($44 million, or €50 million) 
and EU NGOs ($9.9 million, or €11 million). By the beginning 
of the 21st century the EU seemed ripe to become an independ-
ent political unit within the global economy. After industrial and 
economic union, the next stage was political union, manifested as 
self-interest rather than subordination. Some saw this in the EU’s 
engagement with Pyongyang. The EU, in a strategy paper, set out 
a sharply different approach from that of the US, partly spurred 
by Kim Dae-jung in Seoul.12 The May Troika visit had garnered 
a moratorium on missile launches until 2003 and an EU-DPRK 
human rights dialogue modelled on that of the EU-China dialogue. 
Now the EU was offering continued humanitarian aid: food and 
medicine, capacity building, technical assistance and pilot projects 
in agriculture, help with sustainable natural-resource exploitation 
and transport infrastructure, and improved market access for textile 
exports to the EU. This was the heyday of relations with Brussels. 
Rodong Shinmun was peppered with editorials arguing that the EU 
was the only hegemonic power capable of challenging the United 
States.

It turned out to be premature. The independent Common Foreign 
and Security Policy was stillborn. Brussels had got too far ahead of the 
game and Washington slowly reeled it in again. The EU continued 
to provide humanitarian aid and participate in political dialogues. 
When Pyongyang announced in September 2004 that it wanted 
to phase out short-term food aid in favour of long-term develop-
ment assistance, it gave special permission for European NGOs to 
continue their activities, with the NGOs rebranded as units of the 
European Commission.
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The EU’s human rights dialogue was sabotaged early on by the 
Heritage Foundation and the French government. In 2003, after three 
or four rounds of the dialogue that European Commission officials 
said was just beginning to yield results, the EU was persuaded to 
co-sponsor a resolution with Japan at the Human Rights Council 
in Geneva condemning North Korea (see chapter 4). They never 
warned Pyongyang. Unsurprisingly, the dialogue was frozen. 

The last grudging contact was a visit by the director-general 
of the DPRK Ministry of Foreign Affairs in April 2018 for what 
Pyongyang considered the 15th political dialogue. Paris, London, 
Washington, and Tokyo all expressed their displeasure. The 14th 
Dialogue had been back in June 2015 in Pyongyang and the 13th 
back in 2010. Increasingly EU positions and statements have echoed 
– sometimes anticipated – Washington and New York, with the 
European Parliament not far behind. In January 2017 it condemned 
‘breaches of human rights, democracy, and the rule of law’ with 65 in 
favour, 2 against, and 10 abstentions.

The internal divisions within the EU are stark. On the one side, as 
we’ve seen, there is Paris, aided and abetted by London, both taking 
an extremely hard line hostile to any engagement and frustrating EU 
high representative Federica Mogherini. As permanent members 
of the UNSC, they have a disproportionate influence. The hostility 
seems rooted deep in the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs, tran-
scending the changing political kaleidoscope that is the presidency. 
France is the only member state with no diplomatic relations with 
the DPRK, and is always at the tip of the spear demanding addi-
tional sanctions above and beyond those of the UNSC. It was also 
Paris which was most reluctant to sign off on the Iran deal in 2015 
and which, in spring 2018, tried to get Tehran to give something for 
nothing on missile control. Were President Emmanuel Macron to 
shift France’s position decisively under pressure from Germany deci-
sively, any remaining objections by London – already leaving the EU 
and keen to curry favour with Washington – would get short shrift.

The second outlier is the Scandinavians, in particular Sweden, who 
favour engagement, dialogue, and negotiation. It was no accident 
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that the 2001 Troika visit to Pyongyang was led by Göran Persson, 
then president of the Security Council and Swedish prime minister. 
Japanese diplomats were particularly critical of Sweden’s role in the 
Security Council during 2017, saying the Swedes were acting as if 
they were North Koreans themselves.

The EU and its member states will continue to follow the US line 
at the UN, despite Mogherini shaking hands with DPRK foreign 
minister Ri Yong Ho in August 2017. In the past, the EU has been 
more payer than player in north-east Asia. Under pressure from 
Seoul, Tokyo, and Washington, Brussels was persuaded to chip in 
to KEDO to allow the Japanese to join. A purely South Korean and 
Japanese operation was politically unthinkable in Tokyo. The EU was 
also invited to join the Six-Party Talks, but Patten turned it down.

In the last decade, the situation has changed enormously. The rise 
of China, the 2011 FTA with the Republic of Korea, and the latest 
2018 FTA with Japan – the world’s biggest trade deal to date – mean 
a new balance of interests in Brussels. The advent of the Trump 
administration has reinforced the point. The Republic of Korea’s 
increasing misgivings about the US administration are strengthening 
Seoul-Brussels relations, with the South’s interest in an Iran-style 
deal leading to an interest in some involvement in the EU.

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Mon, 27 May 2019 17:39:34 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms


