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Introduction 
 
Issues involving the Korean peninsula have plagued endeavors of the United Nations (UN) since its conception.1 
The first UN peace enforcement mission took place on the Korean Peninsula from 1950 to 1953.2 The peace 
enforcement mission ended in an armistice, establishing the demarcation line between two independent states: the 
Republic of Korea (ROK) and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK).3 Through the Cold War, the 
DPRK remained isolated as the Kim regime, started by Kim Il-Sung in 1948, flourished in the Member State under 
Kim Jong-il.4 The practices of the Kim regime, however, have placed the Member State under great international 
scrutiny.5 Towards the end of the Cold War, the DPRK actively pursued nuclear capabilities at the expense of the 
wellbeing of its citizens.6 Despite these international concerns, the DPRK was formally admitted to the UN in 
1991.7 Since gaining membership, relations between the UN and the DPRK have been unfruitful, as the UN Security 
Council (SC) has placed nine sanctions on the DPRK in response to the Member State’s nuclear program.8 The 
nuclear program is the primary bargaining chip used throughout DPRK foreign policy efforts, often used as a short 
term solution to negotiate international aid.9 The DPRK has placed the international community in a difficult 
situation, forcing the UN to choose between nuclear nonproliferation and humanitarian assistance.10 The security 
implications of either choice have grave consequences for allies and enemies.  
 
DPRK Foreign Relations with Northeast Asia 
 
Despite the Member State’s isolationism, the DPRK has established formal diplomatic relations with 164 Member 
States.11 However, most of these Member States do not have ambassadors or diplomatic missions to the DPRK.12 

 
1 Wilson Center Digital Archive. “Korea at the United Nations.” Accessed December 15, 2020. 

https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/collection/130/korea-at-the-united-nations.(Accessed December 15th, 2020). 
2 Bellamy, Alex J., and Paul Williams. “Chapter 9. Peace Enforcement.” In Understanding Peacekeeping. 2nd ed. 214-229. 

Cambridge: Polity, 2011. 
3 Bellamy, Alex J., and Paul Williams. “Chapter 9. Peace Enforcement.” In Understanding Peacekeeping. 
4 Cha, Victor. “Chapter 1. Contradictions.” In The Impossible State: North Korea, Past and Future, 3rd ed., 1–18. HarperCollins, 

2018. 
5 Cha, Victor. “Chapter 1. Contradictions.” In The Impossible State: North Korea, Past and Future. 
6 Cha, Victor. “Chapter 1. Contradictions.” In The Impossible State: North Korea, Past and Future. 
7 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 December 15, 2020) 

8 Arms Control Association. “UN Security Council Resolutions on North Korea,” April 2018. 
https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/UN-Security-Council-Resolutions-on-North-Korea.(Accessed December 15, 
2020.) 

9 Cha, Victor. “Chapter 1. Contradictions.” In The Impossible State: North Korea, Past and Future. 
10 Cha, Victor. “Chapter 1. Contradictions.” In The Impossible State: North Korea, Past and Future. 
11 Wertz, Daniel, 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 December 15, 2020.) 

12Wertz, Daniel, JJ Oh, and Kim Insung. “DPRK Diplomatic Relations.” 

mailto:sc_charlotte@srmun.org
https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/collection/130/korea-at-the-united-nations
https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/collection/130/korea-at-the-united-nations
https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/collection/130/korea-at-the-united-nations
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/UNMembers%20ARES%2046%201.pdf
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/UNMembers%20ARES%2046%201.pdf
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/UNMembers%20ARES%2046%201.pdf
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/UNMembers%20ARES%2046%201.pdf
https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/UN-Security-Council-Resolutions-on-North-Korea
https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/UN-Security-Council-Resolutions-on-North-Korea
https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/UN-Security-Council-Resolutions-on-North-Korea
https://www.ncnk.org/sites/default/files/content/resources/publications/NCNK_Issue_Brief_DPRK_Diplomatic_Relations.pdf
https://www.ncnk.org/sites/default/files/content/resources/publications/NCNK_Issue_Brief_DPRK_Diplomatic_Relations.pdf


 

2 

These Member States handle diplomatic relations with the DPRK through embassies in the People’s Republic of 
China (PRC).13  The two most important and historical DPRK allies are the PRC and Russia.14 Currently, the PRC is 
the DPRK’s closest ally.15 The relationship between the PRC and the DPRK stems from the alliance between the 
two Member States in the 1950 UN peace enforcement mission in Korea.16 Chinese leaders have enacted numerous 
policies since the end of the Korean war to bolster the DPRK’s Kim regime.17 These policies often included trade 
agreements, food aid, and energy assistance.18 The cornerstone of the PRC-DPRK alliance is the 1961 Treaty of 
Friendship, Cooperation, and Mutual Assurance.19 The treaty provided a security guarantee for the two Member 
States, through which either party would provide military assistance if the other was attacked, neither would enter 
into a relationship that could be detrimental to the other party, and both would consult together on areas of mutual 
interest.20 It also provided the basis for PRC support to the DPRK in the UN in the face of nuclear weapons threats 
and human rights violations.21 This treaty is up for renewal in 2021.22  
 
The Russian Federation has also been considered a close ally of the DPRK.23 The relationship began under the 
Soviet Union as the Member State supported the DPRK during the UN peace enforcement mission in Korea. After 
the armistice, the Soviet Union provided food aid and economic assistance to counter the PRC’s influence.24 The 
DPRK became a crucial component to the spread of Soviet influence in East Asia.25 As such, similar to the PRC, the 
Soviets entered into a Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation, and Mutual Assurance with the DPRK in 1961.26 
However, relations with the DPRK strained as the Soviet Union started extending economic relations to the ROK.27 
After the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia did not renew the Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation, and Mutual 
Assurance and withdrew the economic subsidies provided to the DPRK, thus commencing the renegotiation of 
DPRK’s outstanding debt.2829 As the DPRK established itself as a nuclear power, Russia and the DPRK designed 
new bilateral agreements to protect their shared border.30 The DPRK’s nuclear proliferation remains one of Russia’s 
largest concerns as it increases tensions in Northeast Asia and the Russo-Korean border.31 Despite the Member 
State’s strong opposition to the DPRK’s nuclear program, because of economic considerations regarding the 
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DPRK’s status as a coal and petroleum trading partner, Russia has not strongly enforced UN sanctions and continues 
its foreign policy engagements with the DPRK.32 
 
Effects of the DPRK on the International Community 
 
According to the UN’s DPRK Needs and Priorities Plan 2020, 10.1 million DPRK citizens are food insecure and in 
need of food assistance.33 Some DPRK citizens are willing to flee the state for a secure food source, a high-level 
crime punishable by death in some instances.34 Of the thousands of DPRK defectors since the 1990s, over 55 
percent of refugees cited food insecurity as their main reason for fleeing the Member State.35 The DPRK has been 
able to leverage the State’s need for food and energy aid with the international community’s desires for non-
proliferation.36 Several Member States have attempted bilateral and multilateral negotiations with the DPRK, 
exchanging food and energy assistance for a promise of denuclearization.37 The 2002-2005 Six Party Talks was a 
multinational negotiation between the PRC, Japan, Russia, the United States of America, the ROK, and the DPRK to 
assure the verifiable denuclearization of the DPRK.38 In exchange, the DPRK demanded alternative energy 
technologies and food assistance.39 The 2005 Six Party Joint Statement laid out these agreements based on the 
principles of the UN Charter, calling on all parties to make good on their agreements for humanitarianism for the 
DPRK citizens.40 The DPRK, however, claimed the other parties were not fulfilling their commitments and resumed 
its nuclear program.41  
 
It has been argued that the DPRK’s prioritization of nuclear capabilities over humanitarian aid shows a failure to 
protect citizens under the UN’s Responsibility to Protect principle.42 Yet many Member States believe the collapse 
of the DPRK’s current leadership also poses a security threat to the international community.43 The citizens of the 
DPRK are impoverished and isolated from the world, but are confined to the borders of the DPRK.44 Neighbors 
such as the PRC and Russia have supported the DPRK’s efforts to protect their own Member States from an influx 
of Korean refugees and have suggested thattheir infrastructure cannot handle a potential influx of reclusive and 
impoverished refugees. 45 46 The collapse of the Kim regime with no stable replacement could create an 
unprecedented problem: an unstable state with nuclear capabilities.47 The DPRK is not socialized into the 
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international community to withstand a regime change.48 The DPRK presents a challenge to the international 
community, both with and without the current Kim regime.49  
 
Recent Developments 
 
Currently, the PRC and Russia continue to provide assistance to the DPRK.50 The Treaty of Friendship, 
Cooperation, and Mutual Assurance allows China to attempt to prevent a humanitarian disaster on the PRC-DPRK 
border.51  However, the COVID-19 pandemic has slowed cross-border trade between the PRC and the DPRK.52 The 
PRC-DPRK border remains closed as natural disasters and a global pandemic devastate the DPRK’s economy.53 
Further, food prices are spiking in the DPRK, leading to food insecurity among DPRK citizens who rely on Chinese 
agriculture trading for food.54  
 
Additionally, the COVID-19 pandemic has intensified Chinese malcontent towards North Korean refugees and 
increased the fear of a potential refugee influx into the PRC.55 Similarly, Russian trade with the DPRK has also 
fallen since the start of the global COVID-19 pandemic, with Russia only exporting medical supplies to the DPRK 
in November 2020.56 While the Russian Foreign Ministry sees no tensions with the DPRK in the immediate future, 
the Russian government is being careful to avoid issues involving the DPRK to preserve domestic security on the 
Russian-DPRK border.57  
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