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 inter- related factors in order to garner further Chinese support for sanctions on
North Korea.

Keywords: China, North Korea, sanctions

Introduction
There are diverging assessments on China’s degree of cooperation with inter-

national sanctions against North Korea. Some argue that China has shown increased
cooperation after North Korea’s fourth nuclear test. others argue that cooperation
has been insufficient and that China must show more commitment in deterring
North Korea’s nuclear pursuits.2 how can such discrepancy be explained? China
claims that it has actively made efforts to resolve North Korea’s nuclear issue and
implemented United Nations resolutions in good faith. however, the challenge lies
in objectively assessing such a claim. given that the nature of international sanctions
involves a collision of respective states’ interests, specific information concerning
compliance is often handled in vague and obscure ways.3 Moreover, assessing the
degree of implementation cannot but be influenced by respective states’  self-
perception and wishful thinking. Nevertheless, China in particular, has been the
center of attention every time the issue of sanctioning North Korea arises. This is
most likely because of China’s relationship with and relative influence over North
Korea. In essence, the issue of whether China has dutifully implemented interna-
tional resolutions sanctioning North Korea becomes a question of China’s willing-
ness to seek consensus with concerned states on the perception and acts of North
Korea’s nuclear pursuits.

Existing research on China’s sanctions on North Korea largely relates to China’s
policies on North Korea. The majority of research discusses North Korea’s nuclear
sanctions in the context of China’s foreign policy or policies concerning the Korean
Peninsula in the Northeast Asian order.4 however, sanctioning North Korea is, first
and foremost, a joint commitment which takes places in an international regime
before it becomes a particular state’s policy decision. Therefore, prior to analyzing
China’s policy decisions on sanctioning North Korea, it is important to understand
how China perceives the international space which determines joint actions. In other
words, how it perceives the international regime linked to sanctions on North Korea,
as well as what kind of interests it has in participating in or cooperating with such
a regime.

There are primarily two dominant theories on China’s cooperation with inter-
national regimes. First, the realist school claims that China’s pursuit of its national
interests has, in the past, collided with international regimes and will continue to
do so in the future. According to realists, China is likely to project uncooperative
or  free- riding behaviors to realize its interests, rather than comply with the rules
and norms of international regimes.5 The realist school of thought can explain why
China has refrained from actively engaging in sanctioning North Korea due to North
Korea’s geopolitical value, as well as the costs and benefits associated with a North
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Korean regime collapse. however, it does not sufficiently explain China’s policy
change over time.

A different theory is that China has been changing its identity through inter-
acting with international regimes.6 In other words, through participation in various
international regimes, China has experienced learning and adaptation. Key examples
are China’s signing of the Comprehensive  Nuclear- Test-Ban Treaty (CTBT) in 1996,
and recent cooperation on various global issues such as climate change and the envi-
ronment. This school of thought does not deny that there are costs and benefits to
national interest; however, it argues that such calculation becomes a more complex
process through China’s internalization of international norms and the possibility
to change them. In other words, China is acutely aware of the costs it incurs when
choosing not to accept international norms or to simply pursue its national interests.
This theory is useful in explaining why China’s position on sanctioning North Korea
has changed with time.

This paper agrees with the latter theory and will seek to address China’s coop-
eration and limitations in sanctioning North Korea. Perception, interest (or calcu-
lation of interest), and institutional environment surrounding North Korea’s nuclear
pursuit have been chosen as main factors of analysis because, while perception and
interests pose fundamental influence on state behavior, an institutional foundation
is needed for China to project its actions or preferences. After an overview of the
we review the stages and characteristics of China’s cooperation in sanctioning North
Korea. We then examine factors which explain China’s decision to cooperate, and
analyze why there are still limitations, despite China’s cooperation. The paper con-
cludes with a summary of findings and explores ways to project future developments
and boost cooperation.

Characteristics of China’s Sanctions 
on North Korea

Stages of Cooperation

China showed little to no cooperation during North Korea’s first nuclear crisis
in 1993–4. Under the principle of  non- interference, China was a de facto bystander,
choosing to  free- ride rather than cooperate with the international community. For-
mer Chinese premier Jiang Zemin presented the three principles for denuclearization
of the Korean Peninsula, a  non- intervention, and a  non- sanctions approach, and
further urged the United States and North Korea to peacefully reach a resolution
through dialogue. China opposed the 1993 International Atomic Energy Agency
(IAEA) Special Committee resolution and abstained from the United Nations Secu-
rity Council (UNSC) vote to sanction North Korea, and continued to abstain from
numerous IAEA resolutions in 1994.7

however, China’s posture changed after North Korea’s second nuclear crisis
began in 2002. China was actively engaged from the onset, proposing the  Three-
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Party Talks with North Korea and the U.S.8 China later played a leading role in the
 Six- Party Talks, a newly formed regime to resolve North Korea’s nuclear issue. From
the first round of talks in 2003 to the sixth round in 2006, China bridged the positions
of North Korea and concerned states, and also assumed the role of mediator to achieve
the goals of denuclearization, and peace and stability on the Korean Peninsula.

Moreover, when North Korea refused to come to the table and demonstrated
intent to conduct its first nuclear test, China halted oil exports to North Korea.9

however, despite Chinese pressure, North Korea went ahead with its first nuclear
test in 2006. In response, China issued a strongly worded statement from the Foreign
Ministry using the phrase “hanran,” which translates to “brazen.” China then voted
in favor of UNSC Resolution 1718, which would impose economic and commercial
sanctions on North Korea. China was particularly active in carrying out its imple-
mentation, going as far as to categorize a snack item—“Choco pie”—on the list of
luxury goods.10 other actions taken include temporary shutdown of oil pipelines to
North Korea, making public statements concerning the partial omission of military
alliance in the Sino–North Korean Mutual Aid and Cooperation Friendship Treaty,11

and responding to the U.S. calls to impose financial sanctions on North Korea, or
the  so- called Banco Delta Asia incident.

After North Korea’s second nuclear test in 2009, China responded by voting in
favor of UNSC Resolution 1874. China was seen carrying out crackdowns on trade
activities, strengthening inspections, and temporarily halting oil supplies. The view
that China should abandon its engagement policy began to surface within China,
leading to discussions amongst policy makers and academics on how China should
adjust its North Korea policy. Some policy circles even argued for stronger sanctions
against North Korea by ways such as completely cutting oil supplies from China.12

China responded to North Korea’s third nuclear test in 2013 with more force
than ever. It voted in favor of UNSC Resolution 2094 and emphasized strict com-
pliance. Respective affiliated organizations were ordered to thoroughly observe the
conditions of the resolution, and suspicious bank accounts in China’s four  state-
owned commercial banks were closed down. Moreover, China’s Ministry of Com-
merce publicized a list of  banned- goods that North Korea could use for military
purposes. China also strengthened surveillance in the Dalian port region, a prime
port of entry for smuggled goods.13

China maintained its position well into North Korea’s fourth nuclear test in
2016. Just after the test, China’s Foreign Ministry summoned North Korea’s ambas-
sador to China and strongly denounced the nuclear test. The People’s Liberation
Army increased the number of troops along the border regions. Furthermore, China
voted in favor of UNSC Resolution 2270, the strongest resolution yet, and measures
taken since have been confirmed by the media. They include, for example, prohibit-
ing the import of North Korean iron ore and coal, refusing entry of North Korean
ships under sanctions, publicizing lists of contrabands by the Ministry of Commerce,
increasing surveillance on cargo heading to North Korea, and even limiting Chinese
tourists to North Korea, as well as imposing stricter controls on issuing visas to the
North Korean labor force.
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Characteristics

China has yet to officially impose unilateral sanctions on North Korea, as South
Korea, the U.S., and Japan have done, but instead has chosen to support international
sanctions. Although there have been some differences in China’s response to each
of North Korea’s nuclear tests, there are some common characteristics. First, China’s
lukewarm response to sanctioning North Korea following its first nuclear test grad-
ually changed to one of cooperation with the international community as North
Korea’s nuclear tests took clearer form. As mentioned above, China has voted in
favor of resolutions condemning North Korea’s nuclear tests since its first one in
2006 to its fourth one in 2016. Chapter VII of the United Nations Charter gives
enforcement power to the UNSC resolutions and further prohibits not only nuclear
weapons and missiles, but also the trade of conventional weapons such as tanks,
armored vehicles, heavy firearms, and combat planes. The resolutions also contain
conditions prohibiting the trade of luxury goods, and restrict individuals who are
engaged in North Korea’s nuclear program or companies from traveling. The scope
and severity of sanctions has gradually increased due to North Korea’s continued
nuclear and missile tests. The most recent resolution issued after North Korea’s
fourth nuclear test not only addresses North Korea’s development of weapons of
mass destruction, but also contains comprehensive sanctions which can influence
the general state of affairs in North Korea. For example, all cargo imported and
exported to and from North Korea must be inspected. Export of minerals and supply
of aircraft fuel to North Korea are prohibited, and North Korean aircraft suspected
of carrying contraband goods are not authorized  air- space transit.14

Second, not only has China’s position on sanctioning North Korea become
clearer, the openness of its implementation process has become more apparent.
Indeed, whether China has genuinely implemented the resolutions in good faith can
be questioned. however, it is indisputable that with time, China’s participation in
sanctioning North Korea and measures taken have manifested in more specific and
public ways. This is particularly noticeable after North Korea’s third nuclear test,
with official statements distributed by the central government to affiliated organi-
zations urging them to comply with resolution conditions, as well as a list of specific
items banned from exporting to North Korea.15

After North Korea’s fourth nuclear test, phrases such as “strict” and “compre-
hensive” have appeared more frequently in official statements, reflecting China’s
position on sanctioning North Korea.16 The impetus behind China’s changing sen-
timent can be traced to Chinese President Xi Jinping and other senior officials’
emphasis on the importance of implementing UNSC resolutions in good faith.17

Third, China has consistently designated caveats on international sanctions
against North Korea. While China agrees with the importance of international sanc-
tions, it has always emphasized that sanctions are merely means to resume dialogue
with North Korea. Moreover, China has ardently opposed military intervention or
stronger sanctions for the purpose of North Korea’s denuclearization.18 Even after
the recent test, Chinese foreign ministry and major media outlets have commented
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that while faithful implementation of UNSC resolutions is important, “sanctions
must not interfere with North Korean peoples’ lives or matters concerning human-
itarian affairs.”19 Foreign minister Wang Yi and other senior officials’ emphasis on
the need to simultaneously pursue denuclearization and peace talks reflect the lim-
itations of Chinese support for North Korean sanctions. Furthermore, China has
stressed that sanctions must be implemented through the UN—not unilaterally by
any single country. U.S. unilateral sanctions based on its own laws are seen by the
Chinese as not only worsening the situation in the Korean peninsula, but also infring-
ing upon the sovereignty of the target country as well as the secondary country. U.S.
secondary boycott against Chinese companies dealing with North Korea is seen in
this light.20

Finally, there are doubts as to whether China has complied with conditions of
the UNSC resolutions in good faith. Most arguments have stemmed from China’s
response after North Korea’s second nuclear test. only five months into implement-
ing sanctions on North Korea, China had pushed for measures to improve economic
exchange. Although the pretext was that it had to maintain normal relations with
North Korea, China was criticized for weakening the impact of international sanc-
tions.21 There were also other traces of China’s misconduct. According to the 2012
UN panel of experts’ report, 21 out of 38 cases suspected of contravening the list of
prohibited weapons of luxury goods have been linked to China.22 Cases of Chinese
misconduct have regularly appeared in the annually published report. Examples
include  Chinese- made vehicles used to move missiles (2013, 2016), involvement in
the construction of a ski resort in North Korea’s Masik Pass (2015), and Chinese
companies’ involvement in distributing  Mercedes- Benz vehicles in North Korea.23

Reasons for Cooperation
Perception

one explanation behind China’s recent enthusiasm for sanctions can be found
in its change in perception of the nuclear  non- proliferation regime. Even until the
early 1990s, China perceived the  non- proliferation regime to be a set of rules and
norms fundamentally intended for powerful states to monopolize nuclear power.
Chinese scholars argued that “the  non- proliferation regime is unfair and imposes
hegemonic peace and coercive disarmament.” The reasoning was that at the time,
the  non- proliferation regime consisted of Western states led by the U.S., and was
structured in ways that third world nations would have to play by their rules.24 Such
understanding permeated through Chinese policymaking during the first nuclear
crisis, resulting in a somewhat passive response towards sanctioning North Korea.

however, China’s perception gradually changed with its accessions to the
Nuclear  Non- proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1992, the Comprehensive  Nuclear- Test-
Ban Treaty (CTBT) in 1996 and the Zangger Committee in 1997. This shift stemmed
from changes in China’s identity and its need for mutual security. First, China’s
decision was the result of its willingness to bear the costs incurred in joining the
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 non- proliferation regime. In return, China was able to establish a reputation as a
responsible power and prioritized strengthening regional influence. This corre-
sponded with the “responsible great power” discourse prevalent within China at the
time.25 In other words, China had chosen to rebrand its national identity not as a
third world nation countering the U.S. or other Western state, but as a distinctly
influential and responsible state.

In addition, China perceived a need to foster mutual security cooperation. Even
until the early 1990s, China clung to the Cold War paradigm where one state’s
 security was another state’s vulnerability. however, starting from the mid–1990s,
China began to develop a “new concept of security” (xinanquanguan) based on the
understanding that security among states is possible through mutual trust. Rather
than assuming a particular state to be a potential enemy, China implemented
 confidence- building initiatives with emphasis on security cooperation. China under-
stood that means of cooperation included multilateral dialogue, confidence building
measures, disarmament and  non- proliferation, and economic exchange.26 From
there onwards, China began to demonstrate a more liberal stance towards multilat-
eral approaches to issues concerning regional security, including their own. In this
context, China gradually began to support international sanctions against North
Korea.

Interest

China saw that it was in its interest to cooperate with international sanctions
against North Korea. Since the Chinese government implemented various measures
for reform and opening, it has learned the value and efficacy of international eco-
nomic regimes in inducing economic growth. Based on this experience, many
 Chinese policymakers came to the conclusion that it was not in China’s interest to
deny or reject international regimes. Rather it would be more prudent to make rules
and norms through active participation and further shape the agenda making
process.27

Cooperating with international sanctions on North Korea serves Chinese inter-
est in numerous ways. First, China’s possession of nuclear weapons is acknowledged
and accepted by the international community. This already gives incentive for China
to prevent other states from becoming a nuclear power. In retrospect, China’s stance
on the nuclear problem had been somewhat ambiguous during the first nuclear
crisis, as evident from the fact only in 1996 had it officially joined the  non-
proliferation regime and declared to cease nuclear tests. At the time, it was unclear
to China how the North Korean nuclear issue would add to its national interest, and
therefore could not but resort to a  free- rider strategy. however, as the second nuclear
crisis began to unfold, China had secured a position as an important member of the
 non- proliferation regime. China has become a key stakeholder in upholding its ide-
ological value and relevance. Moreover, it was expected that China will counter
nuclear states’ growing nuclear capabilities and prevent new states from acquiring
nuclear weapons.
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Second, cooperating with the international community would improve China’s
national image on the international stage. China was able to increase its status and
influence by positioning itself as a responsible great power committed to  non-
proliferation.28 Such rebranding was an important strategy particularly as China’s
unprecedented growth continued, so did the U.S. and neighbor states’ concern and
suspicion regarding China’s actions and intent. Conscious of the “China-threat”
discourse, promoting international responsibility and image branding were impor-
tant considerations for Chinese policymakers.

Third, Chinese interest concerning North Korea’s nuclear issue evolved in com-
plex and various ways. Initial analysis may have been whether North Korea should
or should not possess nuclear power. There were even opinions in China that North
Korea’s energy crisis was deemed a legitimate reason for nuclear development. how-
ever, with time, it became clear that the issue would have ramifications on China’s
security interests. From the latter half of the 1990s, China began to expand its interest
and influence over the South China Sea and the Taiwan Strait, consequently elevating
the “China-threat” discourse and strengthening the U.S.–Japan military alliance.29

Finding itself in a hostile security environment, it was clear that a nuclear North
Korea could very well create a stronger U.S.–led security presence with vested interest
in countering China. These concerns manifested with North Korea’s nuclear tests.
In particular, North Korea’s third and fourth tests gave reason for the obama admin-
istration to endorse a “rebalancing to Asia” strategy and strengthen alliances in East
Asia. China perceived these developments to be a form of increased surveillance
and in turn, concluded that North Korea’s nuclear issue was a liability for Chinese
security interests. In sum, it was palpable that the impact North Korea’s nuclear
issue would have on strengthening U.S. security strategy was of greater concern than
the actual impact North Korea’s nuclear issue would have on Chinese security. There-
fore, it became more prudent for China to manage North Korea’s nuclear issue by
cooperating with international sanctions, and acquire space to negotiate or coordi-
nate with the U.S.

Above all, North Korea’s nuclear issue destabilized Chinese relations with neigh-
boring states, particularly with South Korea. From China’s perspective, economic
relations with South Korea were very important and thus it was in China’s interest
to lead good relations with South Korea. however, differing positions on North
Korea’s nuclear issue put a strain on RoK–China relations. Furthermore, China
hoped to develop its Northeastern region by expanding regional economic cooper-
ation through linking harbor cities and North Korean border cities. however, these
plans have been put on hold, furthering China’s losses.

In conclusion, China understood that cooperating with international sanctions
would better serve its national interests. however, recent developments concerning
South China Seas have deepened the rift with the U.S., further complicating China’s
calculations on how to position itself on North Korea’s nuclear issue. Nevertheless,
whereas the South China Sea is a core interest, China shares U.S. interest in denu-
clearization. Therefore, it appears that China will manage both conflict and interest
with the U.S. through supporting sanctions against North Korea.30
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Institutional Environment

The institutional environment surrounding China’s support for sanctions is as
follows. To begin, China perceives the nuclear regime in a positive light and believes
that the policy community has evolved to the extent where actions taken within the
regime further national interest. China’s authoritarian system is generally understood
as a framework where policy decisions are centered on the Communist Party. how-
ever, with time, Chinese decision making mechanisms have branched out both in
form and function.31 In particular, bureaucratic circles and expert groups (including
research and education programs) on the  non- proliferation regime have become
more diverse. Key players not only include the Communist Party, but also the For-
eign Ministry, People’s Liberation Army, State Commission of Science, Technology,
and Industry for National Defense and other organizations which cooperate and
compete in the decision making processes.32 Experts in these organizations have
more opportunities to participate in various international regimes, and through
exchange and learning with experts in other countries, they have contributed to
China’s understanding of both the technical knowledge, and norms and institutions
concerning  non- proliferation. In addition, many new security experts and research -
ers began to emerge, and China’s key universities, social science academies, and mil-
itary science academies saw the growth of research and academic exchanges
concerning nuclear issues and  non- proliferation.33

Moreover, within the Chinese policy community, there emerged a debate on
its North Korea policy.34 This debate is largely divided into the strategic asset and
strategic burden schools.35 The former emphasizes the value of North Korea as a
buffer zone and argue that China’s relationship with North Korea must be capitalized
to offset U.S. influence over East Asia. In comparison, the strategic burden school
argues that North Korea’s insistence on nuclear weapons has jeopardized China’s
pursuit of peace and stability in the region. The latter view gained traction partic-
ularly after North Korea succeeded in its second nuclear test.36 Some have argued
that North Korea’s nuclear pursuit is not simply a card to leverage against the U.S.,
but can also be targeted at China. Furthermore, it can trigger a nuclear arms race
(domino effect) amongst South Korea, Japan, Taiwan, etc., and ultimately lead to
considerable security losses for China as regional alliances or RoK–U.S.–Japan mil-
itary cooperation strengthens.37

other factors include public influence over policy making. Although direct pub-
lic participation is still at low levels, the power of the internet and media are growing
by the day.38 The media’s response to North Korea’s nuclear issue has been stronger
than that of the government, with recurring tests negatively impacting public per-
ception.39 Some circles have advocated disciplinary measures towards an unruly
North Korea by, for example, halting Chinese aid.40 others have even proposed giv-
ing up on North Korea altogether.41 Recent developments have elevated anti–North
Korea sentiments within the public. Chinese media released survey results indicating
a majority of Chinese perceive North Korea to be a bad neighbor and in favor of
support for sanctions.42 In addition, China’s northeastern region neighboring North
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Korea have expressed concern over the environmental effects of North Korea’s
nuclear tests by holding demonstrations.43 In sum, it appears these developments in
the domestic institutional environment have, although perhaps not directly, influ-
enced Chinese cooperation on international sanctions against North Korea.

Projected Limitations

To date, Chinese cooperation on sanctions has been influenced by changes in
its perception, interests, and institutional environment through interaction with the
international community. however, it is too soon to claim that China now shares
the same international perception and consensus.

First, there is a degree of distrust towards international sanctions on North
Korea. Although Chinese perception of international regimes has changed, it still
identifies North Korean sanctions as being part of a larger U.S. order. China is
 particularly wary of the U.S. using sanctions on North Korea as a means of expand-
ing its influence in the region and countering China’s rise. In other words, resolv-
ing North Korea’s nuclear issue could justify stronger military cooperation among
U.S. alliances and the use of the missile defense system, while in the process, con-
solidate its strategy to counter China. China’s considerable apprehension over 
the deployment of ThAAD system on the Korean Peninsula soon after North Korea
conducted its fourth nuclear test, gives indication of what China considers to be 
of greater concern.44 China has consistently emphasized the “denuclearization of
the Korean Peninsula,” and in the same line of thought, China has called for objec-
tivity (“cool-headedness”) and control, not on North Korea, but on all “relevant par-
ties.”45

Moreover, there is a strong perception that the U.S. hostile policy towards North
Korea led to its nuclear pursuit and thus the U.S. is the origin of the problem, and
must assume responsibility. Such reasoning gave force to the argument that China
cannot be expected to be held liable for North Korea’s nuclear issue. Whenever the
“China responsibility theory” emerges, Chinese policy communities and media argue
that such demands are excessive, and further criticize the U.S. for transferring the
burden to China, ultimately weakening China’s drive to further cooperate with inter-
national sanctions.46

Second, there are interests that China cannot concede. As seen from above,
China has concluded that it is in its national interest to cooperate with international
sanctions. however, China is wary that stronger sanctions will risk the possibility
of regime collapse or domestic upheaval in North Korea. If such situation occurs,
China will see an influx of a greater number of refugees than those of the 1990s
Arduous March, and this may lead to social instability in China’s northeastern region
which is home to many ethnic Koreans who would share the same language and cul-
ture with North Korean refugees.47 In addition, the economic and social burden
imposed on China will directly hinder economic growth. There is also the possibility
that the U.S. will intervene in North Korea ostensibly to control nuclear and chemical
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weapons,48 and a unified Korea with U.S. military presence in the northern region
is another longer term concern.

In all likelihood, stronger Chinese sanctions will indeed trigger instability in
North Korea. As international sanctions grow stronger, China has become North
Korea’s sole patron. Since 2010, North Korea’s trade with China has risen to 80–90
percent,49 putting the fate of the regime’s stability in China’s grip. As a result, China
has been put in an ironic situation where North Korea has become even more
dependent, and ramifications of using the sanctions card have become more complex
than ever.50 Such predicament explains why China cooperates with international
sanctions, but must not allow a humanitarian crisis, and while adjusting the level of
sanctions, must maintain similar degrees of economic relations.51

Third, China’s institutional environment has not yet fully matured. In countries
with fully developed institutional environments, resolutions that have been adopted
by the UNSC are incorporated into domestic law as new legislations with responsible
organizations clearly specified. however, how China implements UNSC resolutions
in accordance with domestic law and responsible organizations are at times obscure.52

Problems arise when there is discord between domestic and international law. For
example, Western states categorize ski equipment as luxury goods, putting them on
the list of sanctioned goods.53 however, Chinese companies have been involved in
building a ski resort in North Korea’s Masik Pass.54 Similarly, the international com-
munity did not share China’s view that the  Chinese- made vehicles used in North
Korea’s military parade was not a problem, as the trucks had been exported for the
purpose of transferring timber.55

Furthermore, there is the question of whether determination at the central gov-
ernment level to comply with international norms and regulations is transferred to
affected bureaucracies. Those unfamiliar with China’s political system may mistak-
enly equate China’s authoritarianism with a strong centralized government. how-
ever, the central government’s hold on local authorities has become so weak that
the “fragmented authoritarianism model” has gained increasing traction.56 From the
perspective of the Chinese central government, the strain of presenting a responsible
great power image as well as the security burden imposed by North Korea requires
a strong, determined approach to sanctions. Furthermore, the impact of limiting
trade with North Korea is negligible when considering the size of China’s economy.
however, it is an entirely different narrative for regions and companies bordering
North Korea. For example, in the Jilin Province where many ethnic Koreans live,
trade flourished because of geographical proximity and similarities of language and
culture with North Korea. North Korea, in fact, is the number one trading partner
for the Jilin Province.57 Chinese government’s strengthening of sanctions on North
Korea can only have detrimental effects on the region’s economy. The economies
of the three northeastern Chinese Provinces—Jilin, Liaoning, and heilongjiang—
have experienced a downturn in their economic development since the sanctions.
For these provinces, trade with North Korea directly affects their  well- being. Thus,
central control over local authorities has proven difficult.

Also, in terms of economic exchange, most Chinese players are small local enter-
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prises and  small- scale merchants.58 Not only are they beyond the scope of central
government’s control, it would be more costly to enforce a crackdown on these activ-
ities. In the end, it is local authorities who must be held responsible. however, it is
questionable which side local authorities support.59 For example, Dandong city, a
prime trade route for North Korea, annually hosts the Sino–DPRK trade fair. Indeed,
the trade fair may be one aspect of normal China–North Korea economic relations
irrelevant to sanctions. however, participants include a number of companies stated
in the UN Panel of Experts’ report.60 Although China could make the argument that
it is impossible to control all these factors, these are nevertheless limitations to the
domestic institutional environment.

Conclusion

This paper has analyzed China’s cooperation and limitations in sanctioning
North Korea from the perspective of China’s perception, interests, and institutional
environment. Cooperation with international sanctions was made possible with
China’s changing perception of the nuclear regime, increase in relevant interests,
and evolution of the domestic institutional environment. however, the same factors
also work to hinder Chinese cooperation. The nuclear regime is still seen from a
negative light, China has core interests concerning North Korea which are not open
for negotiation, as well as a relatively weak domestic institutional environment. The
above factors aptly explain the course of actions taken by China.

however, there is still the question of how China can be led to take on a more
responsible role. To address this task, it is necessary to go back to the factors pre-
sented in this paper. First, is it possible for China to change its perception? China
holds the belief that U.S. influence is predominant in the nuclear regime. In order
to change this perception, China must expand its sphere of influence, possibly
through international economic regimes (such as the Asian Infrastructure Invest-
ment Bank) as China’s rise gains momentum. however, at present times, it will not
be easy for China to wield more influence in security regimes. Adding to existing
complexities is the widening strategic gap between China and the U.S., and increasing
suspicion toward the U.S. policy on China.

Next is whether there is possibility of change in the priority list of China’s inter-
ests. Indeed, China may decide one day that its relations with South Korea or eco-
nomic cooperation with its neighbors in Northeast Asia are more important than
instability in the North Korean regime. however,  present- day China is more invested
in regional stability in order to continue its economic growth. From this perspective,
the most rational course of action is to prevent instability and crisis in North Korea.

In the end, it boils down to strengthening the institutional environment to boost
China’s cooperation. Although the institutional environment is mostly influenced
by state development, determination and political will is of utmost importance. For
example, through international exchange, Chinese policy groups and experts can
boost the learning effects concerning the dangers of North Korea’s nuclear weapons
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and the utility of international sanctions, etc. Already some expert circles in China
are calling for an increased Chinese role and responsibility in resolving North Korea’s
nuclear issue. Moreover, it is important to increase the need to faithfully implement
sanctions. Specific efforts can include transferring methodological  know- how, and
sharing the economic burden, among others. China also supports rule of law and
institutionalization at home and abroad. China’s desire to clearly uphold interna-
tional rules and regulations which it helped form will gradually gain force. Transfer
of advanced technology and institutions as well as a steep learning curve will add to
such momentum. In the process, there will be many areas which require cooperation
between China and the international community.
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