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III. The Situation in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
 
Introduction 
 
There has been considerable discussion regarding the Democratic People's Republic of Korea (DPRK) since the 
creation of the United Nations.1 Between 1950 and 1952, the UN undertook its first peace enforcement mission in its 
existence on the Korean peninsula, otherwise known as the Korean War.2 In June 1950, armed forces of the DPRK 
crossed the 38th parallel in the southern portion of the peninsula.3 The invasion prompted the UN Security Council 
(UNSC) to pass S/RES/83(1950) and S/RES/84(1950), authorizing the use of military force on the Korean Peninsula 
to restore peace.4 The Korean War ended in an armistice, establishing the independent states of the DPRK in the 
north and the Republic of Korea (ROK) in the south.5 Following the Korean War, the DPRK remained an isolated 
Member State of the UN.6 The DPRK was created and has been continuously led by the Kim family regime, having 
seen three generations of Kim leaders in its existence.7 The Kim regime has been under international scrutiny 
through its three-generation rule.8 By the early 1990s, the DPRK actively began pursuing nuclear capabilities at the 
expense of its citizens’ well-being.9 Despite these concerns, the DPRK was formally admitted to the UN in 1991.10 
Since admission, relations between the UN and the DPRK have been contentious, mainly revolving around the 
DPRK’s nuclear capability and human rights violations.11 For decades, the international community contended with 
the DPRK’s growing military arsenal and nuclear capabilities that threaten international peace and security.12 
 
Foreign Relations with the DPRK 
 
The DPRK operates its foreign relations under a policy of almost complete isolationism.13 This policy of 
isolationism has long been part of the Kim regime’s ideology, dating back to the end of the Korean War.14 However, 
despite this policy of isolationism, the DPRK has relations with over 160 Member States, with embassies in 46 
Member States and several trading and diplomatic missions.15 One of the historically strongest allies of the DPRK 
has been the People’s Republic of China (PRC).16 Since the Korean War, the PRC has been a prominent member of 
the DPRK’s foreign policy.17 A majority of Member States with diplomatic relations with the DPRK handle these 
relations through PRC embassies.18 Moreover, the PRC-DPRK relationship is governed by the 1961 Treaty of 

 
1 Wilson Center Digital Archive, “Korea at the United Nations,” 2020, 

https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/collection/130/korea-at-the-united-nations, (accessed April 10, 2023). 
2 Alex J. Bellamy and Paul Williams, “Chapter 9. Peace Enforcement.” In Understanding Peacekeeping. 2nd ed. 214-229. 

Cambridge: Polity, 2011. 
3 United Nations Command, “History of the Korean War,” 2023, https://www.unc.mil/History/1950-1953-Korean-War-Active-

Conflict/, (accessed April 10, 2023).  
4 United Nations Command, “History of the Korean War.” 
5 Alex J. Bellamy and Paul Williams, “Chapter 9. Peace Enforcement,” In Understanding Peacekeeping. 
6 Victor Cha, “Chapter 1. Contradictions,” In The Impossible State: North Korea, Past and Future, 3rd ed., 1–18, HarperCollins, 

2018. 
7 Victor Cha, “Chapter 1. Contradictions,” In The Impossible State: North Korea, Past and Future. 
8 Victor Cha, “Chapter 1. Contradictions,” In The Impossible State: North Korea, Past and Future. 
9 Victor Cha, “Chapter 1. Contradictions,” In The Impossible State: North Korea, Past and Future. 
10 United Nations General Assembly, “Admission of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea and the Republic of Korea to 

Membership in the United Nations,” United Nations, September 17, 1991, 
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3- 
CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/UNMembers%20ARES%2046%201.pdf, (accessed April 10, 2023). 

11 Victor Cha, “Chapter 1. Contradictions.” In The Impossible State: North Korea, Past and Future. 
12 Victor Cha, “Chapter 1. Contradictions.” In The Impossible State: North Korea, Past and Future. 
13 Victor Cha, “Chapter 1. Contradictions.” In The Impossible State: North Korea, Past and Future. 
14 Lenka Caisova, North Korea's Foreign Policy: The DPRK's Part on the International Scene and Its Audiences, Routledge, 

October 12, 2018.  
15 Daniel Wertz, JJ Oh, and Kim Insung, “DPRK Diplomatic Relations,” The National Committee On North Korea, August 2016, 

https://www.ncnk.org/sites/default/files/content/resources/publications/NCNK_Issue_Brief_DPRK_Diplomatic_Relati 
ons.pdf, (accessed April 10, 2023).  

16 Daniel Wertz, JJ Oh, and Kim Insung, “DPRK Diplomatic Relations.” 
17 Eleanor Albert, “Understanding the China-North Korea Relationship,” Council on Foreign Relations, June 25, 2019, 

https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/china-north-korea-relationship, (accessed April 10, 2023). 
18 Daniel Wertz, JJ Oh, and Kim Insung, “DPRK Diplomatic Relations.” 



 2 

Friendship, Cooperation, and Mutual Assurance, a security treaty setting military responses on behalf of each 
other.19 Despite disagreements with the PRC on specific aid agreements in 2017 as a result of the PRC upholding 
sanctions on the DPRK for its nuclear and missile testing program, the Treaty was renewed in 2021.20 During that 
time, the PRC reaffirmed it would only defend the DPRK if it were attacked first, making this alliance the only one 
of its kind for the PRC.21 The relationship between the DPRK and the PRC remains a prominent and developing one 
economically and militarily. 22 
 
Relations between the DPRK, the UN, and human rights organizations are historically contentious. Since 2003, the 
UN General Assembly has adopted an annual resolution condemning the human rights atrocities occurring in the 
DPRK.23 Nongovernmental advocacy groups have reported continued abuses against citizens by the government, 
extrajudicial executions, disappearances, labor camps, and other various civil human rights abuses.24 The 
government has also banned independent media, trade unions, and the freedoms of expression, peaceful assembly, 
and religion.25 Since 2006, the UNSC has placed nine major sanctions on the DPRK.26 Many sanctions against the 
DPRK stem from its nuclear and missile testing activities, all of which were in violation of previous UNSC 
resolutions.27 As the UN imposes sanctions, Member States are granted the authority to interdict and inspect cargo 
from the DPRK that enters the domestic territory.28 Additionally, the DPRK is not a member of several international 
treaties, most notably the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT), having withdrawn in 2003.29 
The NPT is the landmark treaty on the prevention of the creation and spread of nuclear weapons and weapons 
technology.30  
 
Nuclear Proliferation and Testing   
 
The DPRK is most internationally known for its nuclear weapons program.31 The DPRK started its nuclear research 
in the late 1960s to be a source of generating nuclear energy domestically for the DPRK, in cooperation with the 
Soviet Union.32 By the late 1970s and early 1980s, the Kim regime developed an interest in nuclear weapons 
capabilities.33 In 1985, foreign intelligence confirmed the DPRK had a nuclear weapons program and testing 
facilities.34 The DPRK denied the nuclear weapons allegations, claiming nuclear facilities were for civilian energy 
research purposes.35 By the 1990s, when the international community began to take notice of the DPRK’s increasing 
weapons capability, the DPRK established being a nuclear state into the identity of their national political system 
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and could not be deterred towards nonproliferation.36 Nuclear weapons capabilities have become increasingly 
important due to increased economic prosperity in the ROK since both countries gained independence and the desire 
to regain independence from China.37 The DPRK has used these weapons capabilities to gain leverage over the 
ROK, prompting diplomatic talks resulting in a decrease in tensions and an easing of long-standing hostilities.38 
 
The UN and numerous Member States have been involved in nuclear crises regarding the DPRK since the mid-
1990s.39 Member States have attempted bilateral and multilateral negotiations with the DPRK to deescalate the 
DPRK’s nuclear proliferation in exchange for needed food and energy assistance.40 Most notable of these attempts 
was the Six-Party Talks.41 The Six-Party Talks was a multilateral negotiation between the DPRK, the PRC, the 
Russian Federation, the ROK, Japan, and the United States, following the collapse of the 1994 Agreed Framework 
on DPRK nuclear capability.42 The goal of the Talks was to dismantle the DPRK’s growing nuclear program and 
stop future construction of nuclear reactors in the Member State.43 Between 2002 and 2009, the six parties held six 
rounds of negotiations, with the key agreement being the September 2005 Six-Party Joint Statement.44 Taking place 
during the Fourth Round of negotiations, the September 2005 Six-Party Joint Statement affirmed the goal of the 
Talks was the verifiable denuclearization of the Korean peninsula, to which the DPRK committed to abandoning its 
nuclear weapons and existing nuclear programs per the NPT in exchange for energy assistance from the other five 
Party members.45 The September 2005 Six-Party Joint Statement was at the time considered to be an important 
breakthrough in addressing nuclear proliferation.46 However, after the statement was announced, the DPRK backed 
out of the agreement, claiming the other parties were not fulfilling their commitments to the statement and boycotted 
all further negotiations.47 Following the boycott, the DPRK launched a ballistic missile test and, more notably, its 
first nuclear test in July 2006. 48 The UNSC issued resolutions condemning the test and applying sanctions on the 
DPRK.49 The DPRK continued missile and nuclear testing into 2009, when it formally left the Six-Party Talks.50 
 
Recent Developments and Conclusion  
 
Since the end of the Six-Party Talks, the DPRK has consistently made efforts to test and strengthen its missile and 
nuclear programs.51 The DPRK has conducted six underground nuclear tests since 2006, with the most recent in 
September 2017.52 In April 2018, the DPRK announced the closure of its nuclear testing program, having achieved 
its goal of creating a hydrogen bomb.53 As of June 2023, the DPRK has tested almost 250 missiles capable of 
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delivering payloads of 1100 pounds over 300 kilometers.54 In June, the DPRK continued to fire missiles toward the 
East Sea and over Japan.55 Due to their close geographical proximity, most missile tests take place over the ROK 
and Japan, creating security tensions in the East Asia region.56 Recent tests over the ROK and Japan can also be 
attributed as responses to the political alliance between the ROK, Japan, and the U.S.57 The DPRK has also tested 
intercontinental ballistic missiles with the capability of reaching North America.58 As of late 2022, the DPRK holds 
an estimated 20-60 warheads based on fissile material production, with an estimated stockpile of 20-48 kilograms of 
weapons-grade plutonium and 600-950 kilograms of highlight enriched uranium.59 
 
In 2022, the DPRK recorded more missile tests and launches than any year previous, almost a quarter of all missiles 
ever launched by the Member State.60 Most notably, the DPRK tested the Hwasong-17, believed to be the most 
powerful intercontinental ballistic missile launched by the Member State, with the potential capability to reach the 
continental United States.61 Leader Kim Jong-un also declared the DPRK a nuclear weapons state in 2022, raising 
international tensions to their highest in years.62 The UN Secretary-General has condemned the missile tests.63 The 
UNSC extended the mandate for the expert panel of DPRK sanctions but has not released a resolution on the missile 
testing as of September 2023.64 Between June 15 and August 30, 2023, the DPRK tested seven short-range and 
intercontinental ballistic missiles.65 UN officials reported the DPRK has publicly stated it would exponentially 
increase its nuclear arsenal, continue to develop further missile systems, and launch its first military satellite.66 
Despite facing ongoing sanctions from the United Nations and having a significant military arsenal, understanding 
the DPRK’s nuclear and missile capabilities are crucial to the UNSC in maintaining global peace and security.67 
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