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RUSSIA AND NORTH KOREA

Dilemmas and Interests

Leszek Buszynski

Abstract
Russia had two objectives in its relationship with North Korea. One was de-
nuclearization and the other was to promote influence on the Korean Penin-
sula to balance the U.S. and Japan. Denuclearization has failed, and Russia 
will adjust to a nuclear North Korea to further its second aim. 

Keywords: Russia, North Korea, China, Six Party Talks, nuclear weapons

Introduction
Russia has pursued complicated and often conflicting 

interests in its relationship with North Korea. Its immediate objective has 
been to prevent the emergence of  North Korea as a nuclear power and to 
preserve the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). Russian represen-
tatives have often stressed that a nuclear North Korea on the borders of 
the Russian Far East would be destabilizing. But Russia has also empha-
sized the importance of  relations with the North to retain influence on 
the Korean Peninsula, to balance the U.S., and to avoid marginalization 
in the Asia Pacific region, thereby justifying Russian inclusion in regional 
negotiations. Russia’s dilemma, however, has been that these objectives 
have often been conflicting, and the pursuit of  these wider diplomatic 
objectives has constrained it from pressing the North over the nuclear 
program.

This dilemma was mitigated somewhat while Russia participated in the Six 
Party Talks over 2003–07, which had the purpose of resolving the nuclear 

Leszek Buszynski is Professor at the Graduate School of Interna-
tional Relations at the International University of Japan in Niigata. He has published widely 
on Russia and the Asia Pacific region. Email: <Leszekbuszynski@yahoo.co.uk>.
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810 ASIAN SURvEy, voL. xLIx, No. 5, SEPTEmBER/ocToBER 2009

issue with the North. When the North withdrew from the talks in April 
2009 and detonated its second nuclear device in may, it was clear that Rus-
sia’s efforts to prevent nuclearization of the Korean Peninsula had failed. 
Russia would, however, strengthen its relationship with the North to pro-
mote its second objective. 

North Korea in Russian Policy
After the Soviet Union’s collapse in December 1991, Russian foreign pol-
icy was directed by a pro-Western group represented by Foreign minister 
Andrei Kozyrev, who sided with the U.S. in the first Korean nuclear crisis. 
This crisis was triggered by the North’s refusal to subject its nuclear facili-
ties to international inspection, leading to its withdrawal from the NPT on 
June 11, 1993. In a clear break with the Soviet past, the pro-Western group 
focused on South Korea and was prepared to let the relationship with the 
North lapse. The pro-Western group’s position was not fully supported 
within the Foreign ministry, and the unusual situation arose in which the 
foreign minister was contradicted by his own ministry. Deputy Foreign 
minister Georgi Kunadze and Deputy Director of the First Asian Depart-
ment Georgi Toloraya both called for a balanced policy between North 
and South.

In their view the nuclear issue was not the only determinant of Russian 
policy toward the North; they understood that a relationship with the 
North was required for Russia to pursue its long term interests on the Ko-
rean Peninsula. only by adopting a balanced policy between North and 
South could Russia serve as a mediator in a way that would enhance its 
value to the South and strengthen its own position on the peninsula. Tol-
oraya argued that Korea was Russia’s “natural partner” in Asia and that 
the relationship with the South was “one of the priorities of our Asian 
policy.” He stressed that Russia would pursue “normal relations” with 
both North and South.1 Russia’s dilemma was defined by the Kunadze-
Toloraya line that nuclear-crisis policy should be balanced against these 
wider diplomatic objectives. This made it more difficult for Russia to side 
with the U.S. over the North’s nuclear program and to apply pressure to 
Pyongyang.

conflicting interests in Russian policy were revealed when former Presi-
dent Boris yeltsin prepared to visit Seoul in late 1992. yeltsin was to sign a 
treaty of friendship and collaboration with the South, which could place 
Russia in the unique position of having diplomatic and treaty relations with 
both Koreas. The South, however, pressed the Russians to renounce the 

1. “Nuzhno li Rossii vybirat’ iz dvukh Korei odnu?” [Is it necessary for Russia to choose 
one Korea from two?], Rossiiskaya Gazeta, August 28, 1992. 
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LESZEK BUSZyNSKI 811

1961 Treaty of Friendship with the North, or at least to remove Article 1, 
which committed Russia to an automatic response in the case of an attack 
upon the North.2 The 1961 treaty expired in 1991 and, in the absence of re-
nunciation by either party, it was automatically renewed for another five 
years until 1996. While the Russian Foreign ministry resisted the South’s 
demands, President yeltsin with characteristic impulsiveness told South 
Korean Foreign minister Lee Sang-ok that the 1961 treaty was ineffective 
and existed in “name only.” In the South, this statement was regarded as 
evidence of a “divorce” between Russia and the North and nullified the ef-
forts of the Russian Foreign ministry to achieve the desired balance.3

When china established diplomatic relations with South Korea on Au-
gust 27, 1992, Russia lost its advantage of being the only major power to 
have relations with both North and South, and its role on the Korean Pen-
insula was weakened. yeltsin visited Seoul from November 18–20 and on 
the second day addressed the National Assembly, a rare honor. on that oc-
casion, he declared that Russia had “fully suspended” military collaboration 
with the North and was ready to conclude a military assistance agreement 
with the South.4 Russian commentators ruefully noted that Russia was not 
a high priority for South Korea and that china had become much more 
important.5 

Because Russia surrendered the relationship with the North, it found it-
self divested of influence over the Korean Peninsula. Russia discovered that 
it was peripheral to the negotiations over the North’s nuclear program that 
were conducted bilaterally between the North and the U.S. beginning in June 
1993. In march 1994, Russia’s Foreign ministry proposed an eight-party 
conference to tackle the nuclear crisis that would include Russia, the U.S., 
china, Japan, the two Koreas, the International Atomic Energy Agency 

2. Article 1 said that “if  one of the contracting parties is subject to armed attack from a 
state or coalition of states and finds itself  in a state of war then the other contracting party 
will quickly provide it with military or other means of support with all available means.” See 
Georgii Toloraya, “Severnaya Koreya: Novy etap otnoshenii ili ‘povtorenie proidennogo” 
[North Korea: New stage in relations or repetition of the past], center for the Study of con-
temporary Korea, Far Eastern Institute, moscow, December 9, 2004, <http://world.lib.ru/k/
kim_o_i/a9620.shtml>. 

3. Gennadi Zardeev, “Rossiya gotovitsya k podpisaniyu dogovora s yuzhnoi Korei” [Rus-
sia is preparing to sign a treaty with South Korea], Izvestiya, August 13, 1992.

4. “vystuplenie B. yeltsina v national’nom Sobranii Respubliki Koreya” [B. yeltsin’s speech 
before the South Korean National Assembly], Rossiiskaya Gazeta, November 20, 1992.

5. vera Kuznetsova, “Nachalo aktivnoi politiki Rossii na Tikhom okeane” [Russia’s ac-
tive policy toward the Pacific ocean has begun], Nezavisimaya Gazeta, November 20, 1992; 
Sergei Agafonov and Igor Golemviovski, “Bez illyuzi, no s perspektivoi stroyat otnosheniya 
moskva i Seul” [Without illusions but moscow develops relations with Seoul for the long 
term], Izvestiya, November 12, 1992.
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812 ASIAN SURvEy, voL. xLIx, No. 5, SEPTEmBER/ocToBER 2009

(IAEA), and the U.N. secretary-general. As well as dealing with the nu-
clear issue, the proposed conference would discuss the normalization of 
relations between Pyongyang and the U.S., and with Japan as well. The 
proposal was opposed by the clinton administration at the time and elic-
ited little interest from the other actors.

 The Agreed Framework of october 20, 1994, ending the first nuclear 
crisis, excluded Russia, which had hoped to supply the North with nuclear 
light-water reactors (LWRs) under its terms. Leonid mlechin of the news-
paper Izvestiya complained that the Agreed Framework reduced Russian 
participation in the negotiations relating to the Korean Peninsula “to a 
minimum.”6 Russia was also excluded from the Four Party Talks held over 
April 1996-August 1999, convened by the U.S. and South Korea to discuss 
the nuclear issue. The South, particularly under President Kim Dae-jung, 
was inclined to include Russia, but the clinton administration was strongly 
opposed. Alexander vorontsov of moscow’s oriental Institute complained 
of Russia’s “democratic romanticism” during the yeltsin era resulting in 
the loss of a privileged position on the Korean Peninsula because of an 
inability to demonstrate leverage over the North. vorontsov claimed that 
the Americans welcomed Russia’s loss of position while taking the oppor-
tunity to exclude moscow from ongoing negotiations over the future of 
the peninsula.7 

Upgrading the Relationship with the North
Within Russia the Foreign ministry was blamed for dropping the relation-
ship with the North. Russian critics thought that the problem was the 
ministry’s “short-sighted effort to focus only on Seoul.”8 The reason for 
this condemnation was the Foreign ministry’s attempt to downgrade the 
1961 treaty with the North and to promote relations with the South. In 
January 1992, the ministry announced its intention to remove the automatic- 
response clause in Article 1 and to limit Russia’s obligation to respond to 
unprovoked attacks on the North. officials called for an exchange of let-
ters with the North to confirm the new understanding of the treaty, which 
Pyongyang refused. yeltsin had in any case assured South Korea’s Presi-
dent Kim young-sam in June 1994 that Russia would not renew the 1961 

6. Izvestiya, october 29, 1994. 
7. Alexander vorontsov, Current Russia-North Korea Relations: Challenges and Achievements, 

Brookings Institution, center for Northeast Asian Policy Studies, Working Paper Series (Feb-
ruary 2007), <http://www.ciaonet.org/wps/bi9952/bi9952.pdf>; Aleksander vorontsov, “chem 
nam dorog Pkhen’yan” [Why Pyongyang is important for us], Nezavisimaya Gazeta, August 23, 
2002.

8. yevgenni Aleksandrov, “Nedal’novidnaya politika” [Short term policy], Pravda, July 1, 
1993.
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LESZEK BUSZyNSKI 813

treaty. The Foreign ministry then proposed a new treaty without Article 1, 
preparations for which began on August 7, 1995. Kozyrev was removed 
from office in January 1996; his replacement was the Soviet-era academi-
cian and bureaucrat yevgenni Primakov, who sought to renew relations 
with former Soviet allies including North Korea. The new treaty was 
agreed upon in Pyongyang on march 17, 1999: for Russia, it was a neces-
sary instrument to maintain a presence on the Korean Peninsula. The au-
tomatic-response obligation was replaced by a mutual consultation clause 
in Article 2 of the new treaty.9 Primakov presided over the renewal of rela-
tions with the North in other ways, and in Spring 1996 the first meeting of 
the Russian-North Korean intergovernmental commission for trade was 
held. It did not meet again until 2002. 

By the time vladimir Putin emerged as acting president in December 
1999, the first steps toward upgrading the relationship with the North had 
been taken. Russia had lost influence in the South by giving in to its de-
mands regarding the North; indeed, a Russia without a relationship with 
the North was an unattractive option for Seoul. Putin certainly interpreted 
the lessons in these terms. At the beginning of his term of office, he under-
stood that Russia’s major card on the peninsula was its relationship with 
the North. Nonetheless, there was no returning to the Soviet era, because 
of two fundamental constraints on Russian policy that did not exist previ-
ously. one was that Russia could not assume the role of  major arms 
supplier to the North because this would create tensions on the Korean 
Peninsula and jeopardize relations with the South.10 Russia could, how-
ever, sell replacement parts and equipment for Soviet arms and defensive 
weapons that would not disturb the Korean military balance.

The second constraint was the Russian Foreign ministry’s insistence on 
payment in hard currency for arms sales. Toloraya stressed that Russia 
would not provide the North with extensive economic assistance, nor 
would it conduct Soviet style unbalanced trade with the North, which 
would simply swell the existing debt.11 The North’s Soviet debt was calcu-
lated at 3.2 billion foreign currency rubles according to the 1990 exchange 
rate (about $8.8 billion in 2007). Negotiations over the debt were sus-
pended in 2002 as the North repeatedly pressed the Russians to write it 

9. Article 2 of the 1999 treaty said that “in the event of the emergence of the danger of an 
aggression against one of the countries or a situation jeopardizing peace and security, and in the 
event there is a necessity for consultations and cooperation, the [two] sides [will] enter into con-
tact with each other immediately,” Seung-ho Joo and Tae-Hwan Kwak, “military Relations 
between Russia and North Korea,” Journal of East Asian Affairs 15:2 (Fall/Winter 2000), pp. 
297–323.

10. vorontsov, Current Russia-North Korea Relations.
11. See Toloraya, “Severnaya Koreya.”
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off; moscow refused, seeking repayment through the use of North Korean 
labor in the Far East.12 The change to a commercial relationship deprived 
Russia of the instruments of influence over the North that the Soviet 
Union habitually employed with its allies in the past. Russia was left with 
a treaty and the personal relationship Putin cultivated with Kim Jong-il, a 
fragile basis to exercise the influence moscow sought. 

Foreign minister Igor Ivanov visited Pyongyang and on February 9, 
2000, signed the new Treaty of Friendship, Good Neighborliness, coop-
eration, and mutual Assistance. Putin then visited Pyongyang over July 
19–20, 2000, the first such trip for a Russian leader. Toloraya explained 
that the purpose of the visit was to overcome Russia’s exclusion from the 
affairs of the peninsula, particularly as moscow intended to become a me-
diator between the North and the South.13 Russian commentators asserted 
that Russia was the only member of the G-8 that could conduct a dialogue 
with the North, ensuring its involvement in the peninsula and uplifting its 
authority in general.14

 Another of Putin’s objectives was to create an Asian coalition to pre-
vent American deployment of Theater missile Defense (TmD) in South 
Korea and possibly Taiwan, and to block America’s intention to scrap the 
1972 Anti Ballistic missile (ABm) Treaty. Putin announced that he had 
Kim Jong-il’s agreement to terminate the ballistic missile (Bm) program, 
adding that there was no need for the U.S. to deploy TmD or renounce 
the ABm Treaty. In Pyongyang on July 19, 2000, Putin said Kim Jong-il 
had assured him that he would terminate the Bm program if  Russia or the 
U.S. would launch two or three satellites a year on the North’s behalf. 
Later that month, Putin attempted to act as an interlocutor for the North 
at the G-8 meeting in okinawa: he spoke of trustworthy relations with 
Kim, saying it was possible to do business with the North.15 Kim Jong-il 

12. North Korean labor was used in the Far East mainly for logging and also construction 
since Soviet times: a labor agreement between Russia and the North was signed in 1995; in 2004 
there were 13,294 North Korean workers in the Russian Far East who were employed by six 
Russian companies. See Alain Devalpo, “North Korean Slaves,” Le Monde Diplomatique [Dip-
lomatic World], April 2006; also Anatoly medelsky, “North Koreans Boost Russian Logging,” 
Vladivostok News, July 11, 2003, <http://vn.vladnews.ru/Arch/2003/ISS371/News/upd11.HTm>. 
In 2005 there were a reported 20,000; in 2006 the figure was 21,700. See “Russia, North Korea 
to Sign Agreement on migrant Labor,” RIA Novosti [Russian News and Information Agency], 
may 11, 2007.

13. Gennadii charodeev and maksim yusin, “Putin letit v Pkhen’yan” [Putin flies to Pyong-
yang], Izvestiya, June 10, 2000.

14. Dmitrii Gornostaev, “Pkhen’yan likuet: Priyekhal Putin” [Pyongyang rejoices: Putin 
arrived], Nezavisimaya Gazeta, July 20, 2000.

15. Dmitrii Gornostaev, “Kozyri Putina na okinave okazakis’ neplokhimi” [Putin’s trump 
cards in okinawa were not bad], ibid., July 22, 2000.
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LESZEK BUSZyNSKI 815

later repudiated these remarks, leaving Putin plainly embarrassed. Russia’s 
Itar-Tass news agency noted that South Korean journalists had been told 
by Kim that he was willing to forego the Bm program in return for assis-
tance in launching satellites, so Putin had not misunderstood the situa-
tion.16 This experience of the North Korean leader’s behavior induced 
caution on the Russian side and an understanding of how Kim Jong-il 
would resort to caprice to escape commitment. 

Perhaps the zenith of Russia’s relationship with the North was reached 
after the inauguration of the Bush administration in January 2001. The 
North began to take Russia more seriously, fearing that it would itself  
become a target of America’s neoconservatives. moreover, Putin’s special 
envoy to the Far Eastern Federal District (referred to as Polpred), ap-
pointed in may 2000, was Konstantin Pulikovskii, who developed a close 
relationship with Kim Jong-il and acted to facilitate the relationship.17 Ac-
companied by Pulikovskii, Kim reciprocated Putin’s visit of the previous 
year by traveling to moscow in an armored train over a total of 24 days in 
July-August 2001. In an interview with Rossiiskaya Gazeta, Kim revealed 
that the Bush administration had prompted him to have a common inter-
est with Russia. Kim said the new American administration was “out to 
isolate” the North, and that the U.S. plan for ballistic missile defenses 
“brought us together.” He noted that the treaty with Russia was the foun-
dation of their relationship and that both sides agreed to “uplift relations 
to a new level.”18 

Kim met Putin on August 4; the Russians surmised that Kim’s intention 
was to head off  pressure from the neoconservatives in the Bush adminis-
tration. Russians also thought that Kim wanted Russia’s support to renew 
dialogue with the South after the first summit with South Korean Presi-
dent Kim Dae-jung was held in June 2000.19 Russian Deputy Prime minis-
ter Ilya Klebanov negotiated various economic agreements with the North, 

16. Dmitrii Gornostaev, “Kogda Kim chen Ir shutil?” [When Kim Jong-il joked?], ibid., 
August 15, 2000.

17. Konstantin Pulikovskii was appointed in may 2000 as one of seven presidential envoys 
to check the power of the regional governors. He was removed from this position in November 
2005 for reported ineffectiveness and also because of his independence. He was then appointed 
head of the Federal Agency for Environmental, Technological, and Atomic oversight. Andrei 
Riskin “Poslednii voyazh nastupaet” [The last voyage begins], ibid., November 26, 2005; “Pol-
pred Pulikovskii kak sub’ekt politiki” [Polpred Pulikovsky as a political actor], ibid., August 3, 
2005.

18. “my dorozhim Koreisko-rossiskoi druzhboi” [We value Korean-Russian friendship], 
Rossiiskaya Gazeta, July 27, 2001.

19. yelena Shesternina, “Khleb-sol’ i rakety” [Bread-salt and rockets], Nezavisimaya Gazeta, 
August 4, 2001; also “‘Bol’shoe puteshestvie’ zavershaetsya” [The “great trip” comes to an end], 
Nezavisimaya Gazeta, August 7, 2001. 
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which involved Russian technical support for the modernization of electri-
cal power stations, railways, and agroindustrial projects, and the continued 
use of North Korean labor in the Far East to repay the Soviet debt. Rus-
sian liberals, however, were appalled by the visit, and Kim’s regime was 
described by an Izvestiya commentary as the “one preserved monument to 
Stalinism.” The commentary opined that Kim Jong-il sought Russian as-
sistance to “lengthen the life of one of the most odious regimes on the 
planet.”20 Alexander Lukin of the moscow State Institute for Interna-
tional Relations told Russia’s liberals that relations with this “historical 
anachronism” were necessary to reduce its isolation and avert the Kim re-
gime’s collapse, which could spew hordes of refugees across Russia’s bor-
der with North Korea.21 Indeed, the North could bargain using the threat 
of its own collapse to draw support even from those who would be other-
wise hostile to the regime. 

Putin met Kim Jong-il for the third time in vladivostok (a major Russian 
city close to the chinese and North Korean borders) on August 23, 2002, 
when Kim traveled through the Far East by train. The Russian president 
viewed his task as removing the North from the “Axis of Evil” to which 
Bush had consigned it in his State of the Union address in January, and to 
encourage Pyongyang to change without pressure or condemnation. Rus-
sians assumed that they had particular advantages in befriending the North 
that would allow them to act as its international sponsor. one assumed ad-
vantage was that the North was another product of the Stalinist approach, 
which the Russians had experienced and understood well. A second was 
that a weakened Russia was an alternative to china and would not be in a 
position to dominate the peninsula. Kim Jong-il could use Russia to bar-
gain for greater freedom of  maneuver and better economic terms with 
china, and also to avoid his country’s becoming a chinese dependency. 

Rather extravagant expectations were attached to Kim’s visit. Some com-
mentators thought Russia might not only emerge as an intermediary between 
the two Koreas but as mediator bringing together the North with the U.S. 
and Japan. The commentaries, indeed, were effusive, claiming that there had 
been an “unprecedented” improvement in relations with the North.22 Rus-
sians thought that the limited economic reforms introduced by the North in 
July 2002, when prices and wages were partially freed, were inspired by the 
Russian example and that the main purpose of Kim’s trip in 2002 was to 

20. Gayaz Alimov, “Prizrak Kommunizma” [Specter of communism], Izvestiya, August 4, 
2001. 

21. Aleksander Lukin, “Zachem moskve Pkhen’yan” [Why moscow needs Pyongyang], 
Nezavisimaya Gazeta, August 1, 2001.

22. Ibid. 
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LESZEK BUSZyNSKI 817

examine Russia’s economic progress more closely. Russia regarded these re-
forms as a “revolutionary step” that would allow the North to open up to 
neighbors and the outside world. Russia also hoped to guarantee that the 
economic transformation of the North would not result in an expansion of 
its military, nor provoke an arms race on the Korean Peninsula.23

 This time economic issues figured prominently in discussions with Putin 
as Kim sought Russian assistance to rebuild Soviet-era factories and mines. 
Russia had proposed a $3 billion railway project to link the trans-Siberian 
and inter-Korean railways, connecting the South Korean port of Busan 
with Europe. Shipping time from South Korea to Europe would be reduced 
from 30–40 days for sea transport to 13–18 days by direct railway; costs 
would be reduced for South Korean exporters, and Russia would profit 
from an estimated $500 million in transit fees. The problem was, however, 
that in many places in the North railway lines had been stripped bare and 
would have to be replaced. moreover, Russian trains run on a different 
gauge than Korean ones. The high transit fees charged by the Russians 
have reduced interest among South Koreans, who assert that it would still 
be cheaper to ship to Europe by sea.24 

Putin succeeded in developing Russia’s relationship with the North and 
in overcoming the indifference of the yeltsin years. His success in improv-
ing the relationship owed much to his patient diplomatic tolerance of Kim 
Jong-il’s capricious behavior over the Bm declaration of July 2000. The 
Russian president had carefully cultivated personal relations with Kim, of-
fering Russia as a means to reduce North Korea’s isolation as well as its 
dependence upon china. Nonetheless, Russia found itself  in a contradic-
tory position. It had attempted to sponsor the North’s entry into the inter-
national community and to demonstrate that the North could change its 
behavior, without pressure, condemnation, or the threat of force. Russia 
had only limited ways of influencing that process and could only hope for 
the best. It could offer certain economic incentives, but real economic as-
sistance on the scale desired by the North could only be provided by 
wealthier Japan, the U.S., or international agencies.

 Russians had hoped to position themselves as mediators between the 
North and the South as well as with the outside world, but without real in-
fluence over the North, their hopes remained empty. Rather than emerging 
in a position of  influence over the North, Putin’s efforts risked turning 

23. Andrei Fedorov, “KNDR-na starte protsessa peremen” [DPRK (Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea) at the start of a process of change], ibid., August 22, 2002.

24. on the trans-Siberian–inter-Korean railway project, see Park Song-wu, “NK, Russia 
Agree to modernize Railroad Link,” Korea Times, November 10, 2004; maria Shimanskaya, 
“Russia, 2 Koreas Ready to Link Railways,” Vladivostok News, march 21, 2006, <http://vn.
vladnews.ru/Arch/2006/ISS-510/News/upd21_2.HTm>.
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818 ASIAN SURvEy, voL. xLIx, No. 5, SEPTEmBER/ocToBER 2009

Russia into its unfortunate hostage. To maintain the relationship with the 
North, Russia was placed in the uncomfortable position of endorsing and 
excusing its behavior. This conflict in expectations was seen in the second 
nuclear crisis, which broke out in october 2002 when the North supposedly 
admitted the existence of a highly enriched uranium (HEU) program.25 The 
Bush administration then renounced the 1994 Agreed Framework, and on 
January 10, 2003, the North withdrew from the NPT for the second time. 

The Second Nuclear Crisis and the 
Six Party Talks

In the second nuclear crisis, Russia again faced the alarming prospect of 
American military action against the North’s nuclear facilities. Deputy 
Russian Foreign minister Alexander yakovenko was disturbed by the pres-
sure from America’s neoconservatives for a forceful response and called for 
a return to the Agreed Framework. Alexander Konovalov of the moscow 
State Institute for International Relations declared that Russia could not 
live with another powerful nuclear power close to its borders but neither 
could it accept the use of force to resolve the issue: if  America resorted to 
force, Russia would be threatened with a nuclear catastrophe in the Far 
East.26 In this situation, Russia intended to stave off the threat of an Amer-
ican military response by devising a package proposal, which Deputy For-
eign minister Alexander Losyukov brought to Pyongyang during his visit 
on January 24. Losyukov described the package as “a collection of six 
principles or small steps that both sides could use in the regulation of the 
problem.” The first step was dialogue with the North; the second step re-
quired the U.S. to remove the North from the “Axis of Evil” designation 
and to offer it a guarantee of security against attack. Losyukov also de-
clared that there was no nuclear program in the North, that American sus-
picions were unfounded, and there was “no reason to go to war.”27 

25. Toloraya claimed that the North did not admit to any nuclear program and that the 
American accusation was a “lie.” Georgii Toloraya, “yadernyi poker v Koree” [Nuclear poker 
in Korea], center for the Study of contemporary Korea, Far Eastern Institute, moscow, 
December 9, 2004, <http://world.lib.ru/k/kim_o_i/a9628.shtml>. 

26. “Severokoreiskaya ugroza i ee potentisal’nye pokypateli” [North Korean threat and 
potential believers], Politicheskii Zhurnal Arkhiv [Political Journal Archive], no. 6 (57) (Febru-
ary 21, 2005), <www.politjournal.ru.preview.php?action=Articles&dirid=40&>.

27. “Stenogramma vystypleniya Zamestitelya ministra inostrannykh del Rossii A. P. Lo-
syukova v programme v. Poznera ‘vremya’ telekompanii ‘pervyi kanal’” [Shorthand of a pre-
sentation given by Deputy Foreign minister of Russia A. R. Losyukov in the first channel 
television company program by v. Pozner called “Times”], moscow, January 25, 2003, min-
istry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation (RF), Department of Press and Informa-
tion, no. 203, January 28, 2003. Also see the interview with Alexander Losyukov in “mydrosti 
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LESZEK BUSZyNSKI 819

In any case, the Bush administration had decided to offer incentives to 
the North by linking “complete, verifiable, and irreversible disarmament” 
(cvID) with diplomatic recognition and a security guarantee. President 
Bush called upon chinese leader Jiang Zemin to help resolve the nuclear 
crisis and appealed to him to press the North for an agreement. china 
shared the aim of preventing the nuclearization of the Korean Peninsula 
but was also alarmed at the prospect of conflict that could result from 
American belligerence.28 china had every incentive to assume the role of a 
mediator in this situation, if  only to head off  an American resort to force. 
Applying pressure, china suspended oil deliveries to the North for three 
days in march. china then arranged the Three Party Talks in Beijing on 
April 23–25, bringing together the North, the U.S., and china. 

The nuclear crisis revealed the extent to which Russia’s position was 
based on fragile premises. Russia was unable to influence the major parties 
and despite its efforts, was compelled to concede the coveted position of 
mediator to china. The personal relationship that Putin had established 
with Kim Jong-il counted for little and was easily ruptured. Nonetheless, 
Russia had some value to the North as a balance against the U.S., and at 
the North’s insistence moscow was included in the Six Party Talks, first 
convened in August. The idea of the Six Party Talks had been discussed 
by Putin and Kim Jong-il in August 2001 as a modification of Russia’s 
eight point proposal. Influence over the North’s behavior, however, did not 
follow from Russia’s inclusion. Russia’s experience with the North after 
these events was one of sheer frustration. A Foreign ministry source pessi-
mistically admitted that moscow had no levers and little influence over the 
North, adding that all solutions to the current crisis would likely prompt 
the country’s collapse.29 

Russia then joined with china in a combined effort to influence the 
Bush administration’s policy away from confrontation toward dialogue 
and engagement with Pyongyang. When Hu Jintao visited moscow in 
may 2003, this coordination of policy with china was evident when both 
countries stressed that resolution of the nuclear issue by force was unac-
ceptable. They agreed that the North should be offered a security guaran-
tee and support for its economic and social development. Hu and Putin 

ne khvataet ni Pkhen’yanu ni vashingtonu” [Insufficient wisdom in Pyongyang and Washing-
ton], Izvestiya, February 14, 2003. 

28. on china’s role, see Eric A. mcvadon, “Beijing’s Frustrations on the Korean Penin-
sula,” China Brief 7:4 (February 21, 2007); Wang Jisi, “china’s changing Role in Asia,” At-
lantic council of the United States, Asia Programs, January 2004.

29. Pavel Sheremet, “chto zaslonyaet ‘solnechnyi svet’” [What gets in the way of the sun-
shine?], Ekspert.Online, September 15, 2003, <www.expert.ru/printissues/expert/2003/34/34ex-
korea2print>.
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also stressed the importance of a non-nuclear Korean Peninsula and the 
North’s return to the NPT.30 Their position was based on the assumption 
that removing the immediate American threat to the North, together with 
economic assistance, would free Pyongyang from its obsession with na-
tional security and allow it to return to the NPT. This strategy reduced the 
risk of conflict on the peninsula, but it also removed the pressure for the 
North to comply with the NPT. There was always the danger that the sup-
porters of engagement were actually encouraging the North in the devel-
opment of its nuclear weapons program, which would make reversing 
course more difficult later on. Russians could never shake off  the fear that 
by stressing engagement with the North they were bringing about the nu-
clearization of the Korean Peninsula, which they had striven to avoid. 

In the Six Party Talks of August 2003 and February and June 2004, the 
North rejected the American demand for prior dismantling of the nuclear 
program before the security guarantee and economic benefits could be 
granted. The North then withdrew from the talks and refused to turn up 
for the September 2004 round. The reasons soon became obvious. Despite 
Losyukov’s earlier confidence, the North on February 10, 2005, declared 
that it had developed nuclear weapons in an effort to push the Americans 
into concessions. The Russians were placed in a very difficult position: they 
had no control over the negotiations but would be affected by the results.

The most immediate response from the Russians was to blame the Bush 
administration for triggering the 2002 crisis and refusing to engage the 
North. The declaration on nuclear weapons was regarded as the “price of 
American severity,” according to one commentary.31 Foreign minister Ser-
gei Lavrov, however, saw no alternative but to continue with the Six Party 
Talks, hoping for an eventual agreement to ensure that the NPT would be 
respected. Any such agreement, he said, would have to accommodate “the 
legal security and economic interests of the North.”32 

The U.S. again turned to china to mediate an agreement with the North. 
This was eventually reached on September 19, 2005, during the fourth round 
of the Six Party Talks. The Bush administration buckled as it became bogged 
down in Iraq and was obliged to drop its insistence on the prior dismantling 
of the North’s nuclear program. The North agreed to abandon “all nuclear 
weapons and existing nuclear programs” and would return to the NPT. The 

30. mikhail Petrov, “Sotrudnichestvo–priortetny kurs RF i KNDR” [cooperation: A pri-
ority course for the RF and DPRK], Itar-Tass, may 27, 2003.

31. Anatolii Utkin, “yadernaya Severnaya Koreya” [A nuclear North Korea], Novaya 
Politika, February 25, 2005, <wwww.novopol.ru/article1723.html>.

32. “Stenogramma sovmestnoi press konferentsii” [Shorthand of joint press conference], 
ministry of Foreign Affairs of the RF, Department of Press and Information, no. 285, Febru-
ary 11, 2005.
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other parties agreed to discuss supplying LWRs and energy assistance to the 
North and to promote economic cooperation with it.33 oleg Kir’yanov of 
the newspaper Rossiiskaya Gazeta thought that the North had “practically 
won the battle of nerves” as the American side was obliged to back down. 
china had “strengthened its international authority” and had “showed itself  
to be an effective and influential mediator” over the Korean crisis.34

 one day later, the North disavowed the agreement, asserting that the 
LWRs should be supplied before it dismantled its nuclear program. Kim 
Jong-il again revealed his penchant for capricious behavior, probably to 
show the chinese that he would not be controlled by them. In any case, 
the crisis continued. It was reported that Putin had intended to visit North 
Korea after the Asia Pacific Economic cooperation (APEc) summit in 
South Korea in November. The fact that he did not revealed that his per-
sonal diplomacy toward the North had been abandoned. 

The North’s Missile and Nuclear Tests
The North’s missile tests of July 5, 2006, alarmed the Russians and dem-
onstrated the extent to which Pyongyang was willing to ignore Russian 
interests. Seven missiles were launched, six Scuds and Nodongs together 
with the long range Taepodong-2 (which exploded 40 seconds after launch 
and hit the sea some 250 kilometers from vladivostok). one missile fell 
into the sea close to the nearby port of Nakhodka, while two splashed 
down in Russia’s exclusive economic zone (EEZ). The former head of Rus-
sia’s Strategic Rocket Forces viktor yeslin noted that Russian and Ameri-
can missiles both carried automatic destruction devices in case they went 
off  course, while the North had no such safeguards. The North had ex-
tended the range of the Taepodong by adding length and fuel to the mis-
sile. It had not resolved the structural problems posed by the additional 
weight, which made the missile liable to break up after launching.

Putin declared that the North had the right to test its missiles but re-
gretted that he was not given notice of the tests, “which could have had 
heavy consequences.” Konstantin Kosachev, chair of the Federal Duma’s 
committee on International Affairs, thought that the way the tests were 
conducted was unacceptable to Russia and that the North should apolo-
gize. mikhail margelotov, chair of the council of the Federation’s com-
mittee on International Affairs, stated that the real threat of the North 

33. See “Joint Statement of the Fourth Round of the Six Party Talks Beijing, September 19, 
2005,” U.S. Department of State, September 19, 2005, <www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2005/53490 
.htm>.

34. oleg Kir’yanov, Rossiiskaya Gazeta, September 19, 2005; Artur Blinov “Soglashenie 
made in china” [An agreement made in china], Nezavisimaya Gazeta, September 26, 2005.
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was the “unpredictability of  the leadership,” while viktor ozerov, chair 
of the council of the Federation’s committee on Defense and Security, 
stressed that Russia’s position in bilateral negotiations with the North 
should be stricter. Russia supported the U.N. Security council’s resolution 
1695 of July 15, 2006, that condemned the launches, but together with 
china it resisted American pressure for sanctions against the North. Gen-
nadi Gudkov, member of the Federal Duma’s committee on Security, ar-
gued that Russia and North Korea were neighbors, that caution was in 
order, and condemnation should be avoided.35 

When the North tested its first nuclear device on october 9, 2006, Rus-
sia’s response was similar. Despite Defense minister Sergei Ivanov’s esti-
mate that the test was about 5–15 kilotons, Russian seismologists in 
yuzhno Sakhalinsk and yakutsk thought it very weak, possibly unsuc-
cessful. Russia was given two hours’ warning, while china was reportedly 
given only 20 minutes; the test took place only about 150 kilometers from 
the Russian border. Sergei Ivanov declared that the nuclear test was a “co-
lossal blow to the NPT” because the North had become the “de facto 
ninth nuclear power,” but he insisted that the issue had to be resolved 
within the context of the Six Party Talks. First Deputy chair of the Fed-
eral Duma’s committee on Security mikhail Grishankov warned that the 
North’s nuclear tests could threaten Russia, which did not need another 
nuclear power along its borders.

Nonetheless, Russia joined china in again resisting the American insis-
tence on strict sanctions in the Security council, which after much ani-
mated debate passed Resolution 1718 on october 14. The resolution called 
for the inspection of cargo to and from the North to prevent trafficking in 
nuclear and WmD (weapons of mass destruction) technology, but it fell 
short of what the Americans demanded. It was left to member states to 
decide how the resolution would be enforced. Russians were disturbed by 
Kim Jong-il’s “perfidy” but hamstrung by an inability to act. Russia’s dep-
uty foreign minister and chief negotiator at the Six Party Talks, Alexander 
Alekseev, feared that the North’s action could trigger an arms race in the 
region, which would make the situation much worse for all.36 

35. For Russian commentaries on the North’s missile tests, see Artur Blinov, vladimir 
Ivanov, Aleksander Babakin, and Igor’ verba, “Pod obstrelom dryzheskikh raket” [Under the 
sights of a friendly rocket], Nezavisimaya Gazeta, July 6, 2006; “Interv’yu Prezidenta Rossii 
v. v. Putina telekompaniyam stran. vkhodyashchikh v ‘Gruppu vos’mi’” [President of Russia 
v. v. Putin’s interview with television companies of the G-8 countries], ministry of Foreign 
Affairs of the RF, Department of Press and Information, moscow, July 13, 2006; “my sosedi, 
vot i vsyo!” [We are neighbors and that’s it!], ibid., July 10, 2006.

36. Russian reactions to the North’s nuclear test are drawn from vasilii Golovnin, “Kim 
chen Ir pokazal svoi plutonii” [Kim Jong-il showed his plutonium], Izvestiya, october 9, 2006; 
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Russians had always feared that the North might exploit moscow’s re-
fusal to consider tough sanctions, perhaps seizing the opportunity to com-
plete its nuclear weapons program with relative impunity. The concern was 
that Russian and chinese protection in the U.N. may have fortified the 
North in its belief  that the international community would become used 
to another nuclear power, just as it had accepted India’s and Pakistan’s 
status. others in Russia continued to blame the Bush administration, al-
leging that placing the North under threat made the acquisition of a nu-
clear capability inevitable.37 Russia could not join the Bush administration 
to oppose the North or impose sanctions while moscow worried about 
their possible impact upon an unpredictable regime. Together with china, 
Russia acted to ameliorate the pressure on the North—with the risk that 
the regime would exploit the situation to further develop its nuclear weap-
ons program. 

After the missile and nuclear tests Russian attitudes toward the North 
stiffened somewhat, and there was no question of reviving the earlier per-
sonal diplomacy. Economics would serve as the basis for a more stable re-
lationship, but the difficulty for Russia is that both china and South Korea 
are better positioned to expand economic ties with the North. china is the 
North’s major trading partner, taking around 40% of its foreign trade. In-
deed, china has sustained the North by providing it with up to 70% of its 
food and up to 80% of its fuel. South Korean companies have increased 
their presence in the Kaesong Industrial Park, where they benefit from the 
North’s cheap labor. When Russian Prime minister mikhail Fradkov met 
his South Korean counterpart Han myung-sook in Seoul in october 2006, 
he proposed involving the North in regional economic integration. Frad-
kov mentioned areas where Russia had an advantage, such as the trans-
Siberian and trans-Korean railway projects, as well as energy support. In 
recent years, Russia has been negotiating various energy projects with the 
North, including the construction of  thermal power stations as well as 
the import of  electricity from the Russian Far Eastern grid. Russia had 

mariya Krivykh, “Kim skazal, Kim sdelal” [Kim said, Kim did], Ekspert.Online, october 9, 
2006, <www.exprt.ru/articles/2006/10/09/nuclear>; “minoborony RF obyavilo KNDR novoi 
yadernoi derzhavoi” [RF Defense ministry declared that KNDR was a new nuclear power], 
Izvestiya, october 10, 2006; “yaderye ispytaniya KNDR mogut byt’ opasny dlya Rossii schitaet 
Grishankov” [Grishankov thinks that KNDR’s nuclear test could be dangerous for Russia], 
RIA Novosti, october 9, 2006, <http://en.rian/world/_community/20061009/54640215-print.
html>; “Rossiya vozmutilo kovarstvo Kim chen Ira” [Russia was disturbed by Kim Jong-il’s 
perfidy], Lenta.ru, January 18, 2007, <http://lenta.ru/news/2006/10/09/mid/_Printed.htm>. 

37. Golovnin, “Kim chen Ir pokazal svoi plutonii”; Dmitrii Kosyrev, “yadernaya Severnaya 
Koreya: Ne nado bylo pazmakhivat’ knutom” [A nuclear North Korea: It was not necessary to 
brandish the whip], RIA Novosti, october 9, 2006, <http://rian.ru.world/asia/20061009/54647033-
print.html>.
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proposed supplying not only electricity but oil and LWRs to the North in 
the context of an engagement strategy, but financing and cost issues arose 
because Russia wanted hard currency and had rejected the barter trade 
that was characteristic of the Soviet era.38 

Russia’s Foreign ministry hailed the January 2007 Berlin Agreement be-
tween the North and the U.S., which was endorsed by the six parties on 
February 13, 2007. The Bush administration backed off  from its insistence 
on a prior dismantling of the nuclear program and agreed to lift sanctions 
placed on Banco Delta Asia in macao in September 2005 for allegedly 
engaging in money laundering for the North. The North agreed to shut 
down and seal its yongbyon nuclear reactor by April 14, 2007, and to 
allow inspections by the IAEA, but nothing was said about its existing 
plutonium stockpile or the HEU program. The denuclearization of the 
Korean Peninsula was to be discussed in one of five working groups cre-
ated by the agreement.39

Russian Foreign minister Lavrov praised the American willingness to 
compromise; Deputy Foreign minister Alexander yakovenko said that the 
agreement was a step toward a non-nuclear Korean Peninsula and would 
create the conditions for strengthening peace and security in Northeast 
Asia. mikhail margelov, of the council of the Federation, thought that 
this was a victory for diplomacy and an important precedent for resolving 
other nuclear disputes.

outside government and the legislature, however, the reaction to the 
February agreement was more critical. Alexander Khramchikhin, of the 
Institute for Political and military Analysis in moscow, was skeptical, not-
ing that the nuclear program was a matter of survival for the North. vasilii 
mikheev, deputy director of the Far Eastern Institute in moscow, said the 
North’s nuclear blackmail was intended to extract maximum economic 
support and that Pyongyang was unlikely to drop a successful strategy. 

38. on Russian energy cooperation with the North, see Alexander vorontsov, Current 
Russia-North Korea Relations; “Fradkov: Rossiya vystupaet za uchastie KNDR v regional’ykh 
proektakh” [Fradkov: Russia moves for KNDR’s involvement in regional projects], Izvestiya, 
october 17, 2006; “Rossiya i yuzhnaya Koreya ‘soshlis’ vo mneniyakh’ no severnokoreiskomu 
voprosu” [Russia and South Korea concurred over the North Korean issue], ibid., october 17, 
2006; “Russia, North Korea Discussing Energy Exports,” GENI (Global Energy Network 
Institute), march 23, 2007, <www.geni.org/globalenergy/library/technical-articles/transmission/
energy-central/russ>; see also James clay moltz, “U.S.-Russian Relations and the North Ko-
rean crisis: A Role for the Russian Far East,” Asian Survey 45:5 (September/october 2005), 
pp. 722–35.

39. See the text of the February 13 agreement in “North Korea-Denuclearization Action 
Plan,” U.S. Department of State, office of the Spokesman, Washington, D.c., February 13, 
2007, <www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2007/February/80479.html>. 
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According to mikheev, the North was the victor, the international com-
munity the loser.40 

As long as the purpose was to bring the North to the negotiating table, 
there was a sense of unity among the members of the Six Party Talks. 
That unity began to fragment after the February 2007 agreement as the 
different interests of the parties surfaced. The Russians complained that 
the U.S. reverted to bilateral negotiations with the North and that the Six 
Party Talks simply approved what had been decided bilaterally, while the 
other members were obliged to bear the political and financial responsi-
bilities.41 Japan had demanded that the North fully account for the abduc-
tions of  Japanese citizens before the normalization of  relations and 
economic aid were forthcoming. Lavrov was prompted to declare that 
Russia was opposed to any linkage between the resolution of the nuclear 
problem and other issues.42 Nonetheless, the Japanese pressed their demands 
and Foreign minister Komura masahiko announced that the North would 
not receive economic aid from Japan even if  it disabled its nuclear reactor 
under the october 3 agreement.43 

The Russians were concerned that an issue of direct relevance to their 
security was being decided by the U.S. bilaterally and affected by the par-
ticular interests of the Japanese, without Russian input. For these reasons, 
Russians tended to doubt that the Six Party Talks would result in the full 
denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula, even while their Foreign minis-
try promoted the effort. Some observers took the view that the North 
would always retain some basic nuclear capability and certainly would not 
trust assurances of its security issued by the U.S. Russians also doubted 

40. For Russian responses to the February 13, 2007, agreement, see “Lavrov: opyt pere-
govorov no KNDR mozhet byt’ nolzen v Irane” [Lavrov: The experience of negotiating with 
the KNDR may be useful in Iran], RIA Novosti, February 14, 2007, <http://rian.ru.world/
asia/20070214/60747240-print.html>; valerii Agarkov and Aleksandra Urusova, “moskva 
pozitvno otsenivaet itogi ocherdnogo raunda peregovorov KNDR-yakovenko” [moscow 
positively assessed the results of the last round of negotiations with the KNDR-yakovenko], 
Itar-Tass, February 14, 2007, <www.itar-tass.com/print.html?NewsID=11252591>; yevgen-
niya Novinkov, “mazut v obmen na bezopasnost’” [Heavy oil in exchange for security], Eks-
pert.ru, February 13, 2007; “Kim chen Ir vodit Busha za nos” [Kim Jong-il pulls the wool over 
Bush’s eyes], Izvestiya, February 16, 2007.

41. Alexander Zhebin, “Koreiskie yadernyi golovolomki” [Korean nuclear puzzle], Neza-
visimaya Gazeta, December 24, 2007.

42. “Rossiya Prizyvaet otdelit’ yadernyi vopros ot resheniya dvustronnikh problem s 
KNDR” [Russia calls for distinguishing the nuclear issue from the resolution of the bilateral 
problem with the KNDR], Utro.ru, June 10, 2007, <www.utro.ru.ews/2007/07/10/662303 
.shtml>. 

43. “yaponiya: KNDR ne poluchit pomoshchi, nesmotrya na soglasie zakryt yadernyi 
reactor” [Japan: KNDR does not receive support in spite of the agreement to close the nuclear 
reactor], Nezavisimaya Gazeta, october 3, 2007.
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American intentions to normalize relations with the North and claimed 
that Washington required a regional threat to justify its Asia Pacific de-
ployments while ensuring Japan’s loyalty to the security treaty. Russians 
feared that the most likely result of the negotiations would be an agree-
ment simply endorsing the status quo. The North would evade the demand 
for a full declaration of its nuclear facilities but would agree to conditions 
preventing an expansion of its nuclear program; it would also agree to 
forego nuclear tests.44 The U.S. would then sell this agreement to the inter-
national community as a diplomatic success. As with the 1994 Agreed 
Framework, it would be touted as the best possible agreement under the 
circumstances. 

Both the Russians and the chinese have argued that to be successful, 
the denuclearization process should be linked with economic reform in the 
North. The chinese in particular have repeatedly pressed Kim Jong-il to 
open up to economic reform, in which case the final step in the denuclear-
ization process would be taken in the context of the economic engagement 
of the North. Then, economic assistance could be made conditional upon 
full transparency over the nuclear issue. If  the North seriously embarked 
upon the path of economic reform, however, both china and South Korea 
would immediately benefit and Russia would be displaced. Nonetheless, 
Russia could exploit the North’s concern for a balance against the U.S. 
and china to prevent the peninsula from being dominated by one single 
power; moscow would also play upon its advantage as an energy supplier. 
The relationship with the North, however, would no longer be reliant on 
personal ties but would be increasingly based on the North’s energy needs. 
Should the North resist the reform path and the nuclear crisis is prolonged, 
Russia would have no choice but to be on good terms with a nuclear- 
capable regime on its borders. 

The February 2007 agreement signified that Russia had at least suc-
ceeded in terms of its immediate objective of eliminating the prospect of 
an American resort to force over the issue. Russia added its diplomatic 
weight to the effort, largely coordinated with china, to remove this imme-
diate danger and to bring the U.S. and the North into agreement. Korea 
observer Alexander Zhebin claimed that without successful resolution of 
the North’s nuclear program, the Japanese right wing, which had become 
influential under Prime minister Koizumi Junichiro, would push Japan to 
go nuclear in response, prompting South Korea and perhaps Taiwan to 

44 “Rossiya i Kitai namereny provesti druzhestvennye konsul’tatsii po KNDR na fone 
zapuska paket Pkhen’yanom” [Russia and china intend to conduct bilateral consultations 
over the KNDR against the backdrop of Pyongyang’s missile launchings], NEWSru.com, 
June 28, 2007, <www.newsru.com/world/28jun2007/rfkndr_print.html>. 
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LESZEK BUSZyNSKI 827

follow.45 Russia, indeed, had much at stake in the denuclearization of the 
Korean Peninsula, and it cooperated with the U.S. to remove the obstacle 
posed by America’s sanctions freezing $25 million in the North’s account 
with Banco Delta Asia.

 The North refused to follow up on the February agreement unless the 
financial sanctions were lifted and the money was returned. The problem 
was that no bank would handle funds that ran the risk of similar Ameri-
can sanctions for technically engaging in money laundering. Negotiations 
were conducted between the U.S. Treasury and Russia’s ministry of Fi-
nance; the results were confirmed by an exchange of notes between the 
U.S. embassy in moscow and Russia’s Foreign ministry. The Americans 
agreed that if  the funds were transferred through a Russian bank, the U.S. 
would not take legal action. With this assurance, the funds were trans-
ferred on June 14 through Russia’s central Bank to Dal’kombank in the 
Far East city of Khabarovsk, where the North had an account.46 

 on July 14, the North declared that the yongbyon reactor had been 
shut down and that it was ready to receive IAEA inspectors. The South 
began shipping the promised 50,000 tons of fuel oil. The Six Party Talks 
were resumed on october 3, when the parties agreed that the North would 
disable all existing nuclear facilities and provide a complete declaration of 
all nuclear programs, including the HEU program, by the end of Decem-
ber. The U.S. agreed to remove the North from the list of countries spon-
soring terrorism (where it was placed in 1987) and to lift all remaining 
sanctions; the other parties agreed to supply the North with economic as-
sistance and one million tons of heavy fuel, including the 100,000 tons al-
ready shipped.47

Pyongyang failed to meet the December deadline but eventually on June 
27, 2008, submitted an inadequate list of nuclear facilities to china. The 
North refused to allow inspections of nuclear facilities and would not per-
mit samples of nuclear material to be removed. 

In fact, the North was preparing for yet another demonstration of re-
solve before the international community. on April 5, 2009, it launched 
another Taepodong-2 missile, which followed a trajectory over northern Japan 
and then fell into the Pacific ocean near Hawaii. This time the Taepodong 

45. Alexander Zhebin, “Koreiskie yadernyi golovolomki.” 
46. Artur Blinov, “Dal’kombank pomog zakryt reactor v KNDR” [Dalkombank helped 

to close the nuclear reactor in KNDR], Nezavisimaya Gazeta, June 26, 2007; Glenn Kessler, 
“North Korea Gets $25 million Frozen by U.S,” Washington Post, June 15, 2007.

47. “Six Party Talks Agreement on Second Phase Actions on North Korea,” U. S. Depart-
ment of State, office of the Spokesman, october 3, 2007, <www.america.gov/st/texttrans-
english/2007/october20071003172558xjsnommis4.1…>.
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flew further, but its second and third stages failed to separate,48 and the test 
was judged another failure.49 Again, Russian apprehension was stimulated 
by the launch, and, as former head of the Russian General Staff viktor 
Esin noted, a North Korean missile launched toward Japan may end up 
on the Kamchatka Peninsula or in the Far Eastern region of Primorya.50 
moreover, the Russians feared that the North was gradually overcoming 
the technical problems associated with the development of its Bms and 
may learn to equip its missiles with nuclear warheads.51 After the Security 
council condemned the missile launching on April 13, the North the next 
day declared that it would quit the Six Party Talks. on the same day, it ex-
pelled the IAEA’s international monitors from the yongbyon nuclear facil-
ity who had been there since November 2007 under the terms of the 
February 2007 agreement. on may 25, 2009, the North conducted its sec-
ond nuclear test, which obviously had been in preparation for some time. 

These dramatic events threw into sharp relief  the two conflicting ap-
proaches in Russia’s policy toward the North, one stressing denucleariza-
tion and the second seeking to shelter the country from U.N. sanctions. 
Russia’s President Dmitrii medvedev expressed outrage at the tests and 
stressed that Russia would support a serious resolution over the issue; he 
declared that an expansion of the nuclear club as well as the proliferation 
of nuclear technology was “absolutely unacceptable.” on the other hand, 
Russia’s Representative to the Security council vitalii churkin stressed 
the importance of a “balanced resolution,” one that would avoid a worsen-
ing of  the situation through sanctions and leave the door open for the 
North’s return to negotiations. churkin declared that the goal was to avoid 
isolating the North and to maintain the Six Party Talks as the “most im-
portant instrument” in the regulation of the nuclear problem.52 It took 
two weeks for the Security council to pass Resolution 1874 on June 12, 
which condemned the nuclear test and reaffirmed the prohibition on the 
North’s export and import of weapons and related technology as intro-
duced by Resolution 1718 in october 2006.53 

48. “UNSc Ends Session on NK Launch without Accord,” Korea Times, April 6, 2009.
49. William J. Broad, “North Korean missile Launch Was a Failure, Experts Say,” New 

York Times, April 6, 2009. 
50. vladimir Shishlin, “Bezzashchitnyi Dal’nii vostok” [The undefended Far East], Inter-

faks, June 2, 2009.
51. vladimir Dvorkin, “Raketnyi vypad Kim chen Ira” [Kim Jong Il’s nuclear lunge], 

Nezavisimaya Gazeta, April 10, 2009.
52. vladimir Shishlin, “Pkhen’yanu ne svetit nichevo khoroshego” [No chance for any-

thing good from Pyongyang], Interfaks, June 4, 2009.
53. Resolution 1874 increased in number banned items for export to the North, but coop-

eration was voluntary, however. See “People’s Republic of Korea Nuclear Test, Toughens 
Sanctions,” U.N. Security council, Sc/9679, Department of Public Information, News and 
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LESZEK BUSZyNSKI 829

 The fact that compliance with the resolution was made voluntary indi-
cated that it was essentially toothless and that once more, American de-
mands for a tough response had been diluted by Russian and chinese 
resistance. The Russian Foreign ministry declared that Resolution 1874 
was an “adequate response” to the North’s infringement of Resolution 
1718 and was pleased that force was not considered; it claimed that the 
restrictive measures in the resolution were balanced by the need to protect 
the “urgent needs” of the people in the North for economic and humani-
tarian aid. It also emphasized the importance of allowing the North the 
opportunity to return to the Six Party Talks. The Foreign ministry called 
for revival of the talks and the gradual removal of sanctions on the North, 
should it begin to implement Resolution 1874.54 

Russia failed to prevent the nuclearization of the Korean Peninsula, but 
it is a failure shared with other members of the Six Party Talks, china in 
particular. Both Russia and china were motivated in the first instance by 
the need to deflect American pressure for a forceful response to the North; 
they called for incentives for cooperation rather than punishment. Events 
have now moved ahead of policy, and it seems likely that Kim Jong-il has 
been preparing the North as a nuclear power with a developing Bm capa-
bility in order to strengthen the expected transfer of leadership to his third 
son, Kim Jong-un. The protection offered by both Russia and china in the 
Security council and the deliberately instigated delays in the negotiations 
gave him sufficient time to complete these plans. The inherent duality in 
the Russian approach toward North Korea was exposed by these events. 
While the Foreign ministry stressed the importance of offering incentives 
to the North to cooperate in the context of the Six Party Talks, behind this 
formal position Russians tended to be skeptical. Russia’s realists doubted 
that the North would ever abandon its nuclear weapons program because 
the benefits of being a nuclear power would be far greater than those that 
could be obtained by negotiating it away. Russia’s Foreign ministry was 
entrapped in a futile policy based more on hope than realism. 

media Division, New york, June 12, 2009, <http://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/2009/sc9679.
doc.htm>; also Neil macFarquhar, “U.N. Security council Pushes North Korea by Passing 
Sanctions,” New York Times, June 13, 2009.

54. “vystuplenie postoyannogo predstavitelya Rossii pri ooN v. I. churkina po motivam 
golosovania po proektu rezolyutsii SB ooN po KNDR, N’yu Iork, 12 iyunya 2009 goda” 
[Speech by v. I. churkin, Russia’s permanent representative to the U.N., on motives for voting 
on the U.N. Security council resolution on the DPRK, New york, June 12, 2009], ministry 
of Foreign Affairs of the RF, Department of Press and Information, 945-13, June 2009; see 
also “obobshchenie-Rezolyutsiya SB ooN stala adekvatnym i sbalancirovnnym otvetom 
KNDR-churkin” [A summary of the U.N. Security council resolution; it was a balanced and 
adequate response], Izvestiya, June 13, 2009. 
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The Future
Russia could adjust to the new situation; it would be most unlikely to dam-
age the relationship with the North to demonstrate displeasure. The les-
sons of the yeltsin era weigh heavily on Russia, in that a relationship with 
the North is necessary to be taken seriously by the South and to maintain 
a foothold on the Korean Peninsula. For this reason, Russia will most 
likely continue to pursue its long-term objective of using the North to de-
velop influence over the Korean Peninsula to balance the U.S. and Japan, 
and to be included in regional negotiations such as the Six Party Talks. 
Behind this aim is the intention, which Russians often mention, of posi-
tioning their country advantageously for eventual Korean reunification. 
Russia may come to regard a nuclear capable North as a potential ally that 
could allow it to obtain leverage over the U.S. in other issues such as 
NATo’s role in the former Soviet republics, America’s support for Geor-
gia, and American influence in central Asia.

The North, since former U.S. President Jimmy carter’s visit to Pyong-
yang in June 1994, has evinced much greater interest in a bilateral relation-
ship with the U.S. In August 2009, during former President Bill clinton’s 
visit, Pyongyang released two American journalists being held, to encour-
age the obama administration to move in this direction. Should the U.S. 
be tempted to negotiate bilaterally with a nuclear North to stabilize the 
situation on the Korean Peninsula, Russian as well as chinese influence 
there would be reduced. It would be a risky move, because Russia and 
china would strengthen their bilateral relationship to undermine the U.S. 
America, indeed, may benefit by involving moscow more closely in the 
negotiations over the Korean Peninsula in order to prevent Russia’s emer-
gence as a spoiler and to retain some of the common purpose achieved by 
the Six Party Talks.
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