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North Korea nuclear escalation: comparing strategies and 

scenarios 

 
In early July, North Korea successfully tested its first intercontinental missile. It is the 10th test since 

the beginning of 2017, but the first test of a missile potentially able to reach Alaska and therefore the 

Unites States (US). Pyongyang television celebrated the successful launch defining it: “a milestone 

for the completion of our nuclear power”, an achievement “marking a breakthrough in our history”. 

The missile fired from Panghyon airport – about 100 km North-West from the capital city – travelled 

930 km in 40 minutes before sinking into Japanese waters. The international community had an 

immediate harsh reaction. Japan moved first, presenting a formal protest against North Korean 

violation of the United Nations (UN) resolutions previously approved. The UN Secretary General 

António Guterres has also reprimanded Pyongyang, stressing that the test represented the 

umpteenth “significant violation of the Security Council resolutions” and a “dangerous escalation of 

the situation”. The UN Secretary General has also invited Kim Jong Un “to avoid more provoking 

actions and to comply with international obligations”. Once again, not only has North Korea shocked 

the world with evidences of its advanced progress in developing missile and nuclear programmes, 

but Pyongyang has also chosen to run a test right before a very important international meeting.  

This time it was the Hamburg G20, scheduled for the first week of July. During the meeting, the US, 

China, Japan and South Korea agreed to organize regular meetings – even besides the formal 

summits – to work on a common strategy to counter Kim Jong Un’s nuclear ambitions.1 

It has been months now that the former members of the Six-Party Talks tried to come together with 

a common strategy to avoid a nuclear escalation in Asia. The Six-Party Talks was the negotiating 

table launched in 2003 to find a sustainable solution to keep the Korean peninsula nuclear-free, 

involving China, the US, Russia, Japan, South and North Korea. While obtaining some 

achievements, the negotiations permanently failed in 2009 right before Kim Jong Un – after 

becoming president – went back to nuclear tests. Even before the Hamburg G20, the political leaders 

of these five countries (it is worth noting the Russia is the least active one at the moment) talked on 

the phone to organize a meeting close to the G20 event to discuss the North Korean issue. 

Unfortunately, the meeting did nothing but confirming the impossibility to solve the Korean crisis in 

such quarrelsome regional context.  

It is now crystal-clear how the North Korean issue today represents a real thorn in the side of China-

US relationship and that the hardship of these two powers to find a common strategy to counter Kim 

Jong Un is progressively giving more space to Japan and South Korea to be even less conciliating. 

Although they have a common aim – avoiding the nuclear escalation in the region – China and the 

US keep managing the crisis in a very different way: while Washington seems more inclined towards 

a hard line (directly threatening Kim Jong Un), Beijing keeps a more cautious approach, fearing that 

provocations might encourage Kim to attack those he considers as enemies. 

The fact that the US, South Korea and Japan were willing to meet to discuss the North Korean 

problem before Hamburg G20 cannot be interpreted as a “collaborative message” vis-à-vis Russia 

or China. While the Japanese leader Shinzo Abe had anticipated his will to ask Xi Jinping and the 

Russian president Vladimir Putin to be “more active” towards Pyongyang, Trump expressed the wish 

                                                        
1  The same thing happened in April, when Pyongyang tested a medium-range ballistic missile right before the meeting 

between Xi Jinping and Donald Trump in Mar-a-Lago and, in May, when Beijing was welcoming representatives of 110 
countries coming to China for the Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation, the most ambitious commercial 
and diplomatic initiative of Xi Jinping’s era. 
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to see China – mentioned as one of the “main allies of North Korea” – pressing more decisively on 

Pyongyang “to stop this nonsense once and for all”.  

However, if the intent of these messages was the one of encouraging China to seat at the table with 

the US, Japan and South Korea to discuss about North Korea, these declarations undoubtedly sorted 

the opposite effect. Yet, it would have been unrealistic to imagine the beginning of a constructive 

dialogue with Beijing in Hamburg a couple of days before Washington announced the intention to 

sanction a Chinese bank allegedly having links with Kim Jong Un’s regime. We are talking about the 

Bank of Dandong, a credit institution accused by the US Treasury Department to have allowed 

Pyongyang the access to its financial aid system, scamming International sanctions.  

According to the American officers, some financial transactions managed by Bank of Dangong were 

meant to increase North Korean budget for its missile programme. The US Treasury also formalized 

direct accusations against two Chinese citizens, allegedly acting on behalf of North Korean 

institutions. Although the Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin made it clear that China would not be 

“punished with the harshest sanctions”, stating that his staff had “constructive dialogues” with Beijing, 

the very act of formalizing direct accusations against a Chinese Bank for alleged links with the North 

Korean missile programme is definitely not a conciliatory move. Nor it was the choice of organizing 

a meeting in Hamburg without China or the one of bringing back to the press the idea of a 

“commercial war” against a country refusing to “help the world stopping North Korean nuclear 

programme”. 

The equilibrium on the Korean peninsula is very complex and hard to resume in a few lines, but there 

are four core elements to bear in mind to understand what is currently happening: direct provocations 

make Kim Jong Un even more unpredictable and less inclined to dialogue; China has lost part of its 

influence on Korea over the last few years while remaining an important partner for the regime; China 

cannot adopt a hard line against such problematic state located at the border to avoid the political 

and economic consequences of a mass exodus of refugees. Finally, if Trump’s intention was the one 

of pressing China to adopt a harder line (similar to the US one) against North Korea, this is an 

agreement impossible to achieve because China cannot use military power to hold off Kim’s regime. 

This means that every time Washington openly threatens Pyongyang, the US increase the instability 

level in the Peninsula while reducing Beijing’s chance to find an acceptable solution. The US attitude 

is therefore quite challenging because what is at stake is a nuclear escalation representing the worst 

scenario for everyone. Furthermore, creating more tension on the Peninsula might result quite 

counterproductive. Russia keeps having a detached attitude but more in line with the Chinese one. 

After the missile test in early July, the Russian vice-minister for Foreign Affairs Serghei Ryabkov 

declared that this fact caused serious “concerns” and gave “new arguments to those looking for more 

reasons for escalating tension”, quite clearly referring to the US. Moreover, Russia sees no other 

“alternatives to a diplomatic solution, a plan with different stages, if we don’t want to find ourselves 

in a situation being out of control and potentially catastrophic”. Conversely, Japan and South Korea 

agree with Trump on the need “to respond to all threats or actions presented by North Korea” without 

excluding the use of violence because “if the escalation of tension in the Korean Peninsula was to 

increase more, the situation could get out of control with disastrous consequences”.  

There are two reasons for which this disagreement on a common strategy to face North Korea might 

be fatal for Asia. Firstly, it offers more elements to China, Japan and South Korea – already 

experiencing new tensions over the last few months – to be one against the other, damaging the 

precarious stability. Secondly, besides the individual preferences towards the Chinese “soft 

approach” supported by Moscow or the US “hard line” supported by Tokyo and Seoul to counter 

Kim’s regime, it is a fact that all the contrasts among these countries create more operating space 

for North Korea, constantly raising the stakes. 
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Having an insight on the Chinese perspective might be helpful to clarify a bit more this complicated 

mix of interests and perspectives. If China was looking for a way to show the world its strength as 

an international power, the escalation of tension in the Korean Peninsula – risking to worsen the 

local precarious status quo – undoubtedly represents a precious opportunity for Beijing. 

Nevertheless, it has been months that media point out the fact that Beijing is not making enough 

effort to dissuade Kim Jong Un from his nuclear ambitions in order to avoid a nuclear war in Asia.2  

For some aspects, this assumption might sound right: if China kept the same influence it had on 

Kim’s father (Kim Jong II), we would never be in such impasse. The two leaders might have had the 

chance to meet, discuss the most relevant issues and explicitly clarify their views on each other’s 

regime. 

So doing, they would have created a privileged channel of communication able to at least reduce 

the chances of an armed conflict in the region. Conversely, not only all this never happened but, 

while Beijing is losing its appeal on Pyongyang, the latter started behaving more and more boldly. 

Even if China had lost part of its influence on the negotiation process regarding the Korean 

Peninsula, it still remains the only power able to dialogue with all the other actors involved in the 

crisis. For this reason, Xi Jinping remains the only leader able to unblock the situation. In addition, 

the Chinese leader should be strongly motivated to do so for the sake of China’s stability and for its 

reputation as a great power. At the same time, there must be a reason for which China and North 

Korea do not have the same distended relationship they used to have some time ago. This leads to 

the hypothesis that Pyongyang demands towards Beijing have changed. This assumption was 

confirmed by the decision of the North Korean regime to kill Kim Jong Un’s step brother – Kim Jong 

Nam – knowing that he was leaving in protective custody in Chinese territory.3  

Yet, without Chinese support, North Korea cannot survive economically. Even a war would be 

detrimental and Pyongyang is well aware of that.  

Today, the risk we are all exposed to is mostly fuelled by the continuous provocations, which might 

actually lead to an armed conflict, that may begin following a mistake, or an incident. This is what 

China should avoid. How? Promoting dialogue, bilateral and secret today, multilateral tomorrow. At 

the same time, from the Chinese point of view, what Washington and Pyongyang should understand 

is that it is time to make some concessions to overcome the current impasse. 

Yet, it is hard to label as “slightly relevant” the fact that Kim Jong Nam was murdered with VX, a 

substance part of the weapons of mass destruction apparently accessible only in the US and Russia. 

Without accusing anyone, it is evident that VX has somehow arrived in North Korea. For China, it is 

very important to find out how this weapon has entered North Korea because - if Kim’s state becomes 

more strategically independent– it might be end up becoming unmanageable for China. 

Beijing is convinced that isolating the regime is enough to limit Kim Jong Un’s ambitions and the 

government is ready to make some concessions to achieve this goal. What matters most is to avoid 

the worst scenario for everyone, i.e. a nuclear war. If then concessions will pave the way for a less 

secret multilateral dialogue, that would be even better. If all this will take place thanks to Chinese 

mediation, once again the country will be able to show the world its role as a global power. 

Unfortunately, even the medium-term programme is - at the moment - not viable for two main 

                                                        
2  China has also been accused to violate international sanctions imposed by the United Nations (UN) on North Korea or 

at least to respect them in a very ambiguous way. These allegations are grounded on the fact that Beijing has formally 
interrupted coal imports from Pyongyang but some analysts still argue that this break took place only after China made 
sure that the usual annual coal share would still get in the country. Therefore, Beijing allegedly imported more coals in 
the first two months of 2017 so that it might both respect the UNs sanctions and, at the same time, avoid damaging 
Pyongyang. 

3  To give a clearer vision of the complicated set of machinations characterizing the Korean peninsula, it is important to 
remind that Pyongyang – despite everything – has preferred not to challenge China in a very direct way (organizing an 
ambush in Macau) but it rather chose Malaysia as a “neutral territory”. 
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reasons: the continuous change in Trump’s perspectives and the problems posed by the South 

Korean anti-missiles system Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (Thaad). 

When the American president met Xi Jinping in Mar-a-Lago (Florida), he had already realized that - 

besides its compliance to international sanctions - China was not able to influence Pyongyang 

choices anymore and not even to effectively monitor the border activities between the two countries. 

A few months after the Hamburg G20 was over, Trump declared “the commercial relations between 

China and North Korea had a 40% increase during the first three months of the year. So much for 

China working with us – but we had to try anyway”. This declaration is an explicit accusation of a 

close collaboration between Beijing and Pyongyang, which was immediately rejected with 

indignation by China. Such a declaration not only closed the few doors available for dialogue but it 

also convinced North Korea about the effectiveness of its aggressive line. 

The Thaad, it is the anti-missile shield that South Korea is currently trying to set up, with the support 

of the United States, in order to defend its territory from a possible North Korean attack. China asked 

several times Seoul to dismantle this military system because allegedly damaging the stability of the 

region since it questioned the mutual trust between the two countries. However, many sinologists 

are convinced that Beijing nerves – pushing towards a commercial war against South Korea – mostly 

derive from the fear that the new system might track Chinese military activities. The Thaad matter 

hindered dialogue between China and South Korea for months and, even after the new president 

Moon Jae-In suspended its installation, there have not been any significant improvements. The 

disagreements on the management of North Korean crisis also does not help in fostering dialogue 

between the two countries. 

One last question stands out: until what extent Kim Jong Un’s choices can be considered irrational 

or part of a sustainable strategic project? Experts of Korea from all over the world agree on the fact 

that it is necessary to offer Pyongyang important economic advantages to start a dialogue with the 

dictator. This happens because the stability of the regime depends on its capacity to last and, at the 

same time, to support the whole country. 

When Kim Jong Un succeeded his father in 2011, North Korea was living a moment of serious 

hardship. The quality of life was even lower than it is today, the country was about to experience the 

umpteenth famine and there was a broad popular discontent. Given these conditions, the 

international community was hoping that a change in the leadership of the country would foster a 

progressive opening. The latter would be enough to start a dialogue possibly leading to a peaceful 

coexistence in the Peninsula, using economic aids as bargaining chip. 

As mentioned before, since last crisis took place in the region, the international community frequently 

asked China to exercise some pressure on Pyongyang in order to avoid a potentially devastating 

escalation. However, the real strength of Pyongyang today is connected to its minor dependence on 

imports compared to the past, which is making the country more autonomous in its choices. 

Although gathering reliable economic data on North Korea is quite hard, the refugees’ testimonies 

confirm that things have changed a lot over the past five years. Pyongyang is now characterized by 

more and more cars, restaurants, markets, shops and skyscrapers thanks to the initiative of a new 

class of business men protected by the Party. 

This does not mean that North Korea has become a rich country but it has undoubtedly started 

growing. The most trustworthy estimates point out a rate growth ranging from 1 to 5 percent and this 

is enough to portray Kim as a man of his word. In 2013, he promised that the country would not 

experience starvation anymore and that North Korea would become a great nuclear power. Today, 

economy is growing, life standards have improved and the rest of the world is trying to isolate North 

Korea because scared by its nuclear arsenal. 

According to South Korean sources, trade is much spread out in North Korea and the improvement 

of the quality of life seems to be a direct consequence of the freedom given to economic operators 
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to sell the production surplus. The latter concerns a variety of products, such as agricultural ones, 

textile, shoes, soaps and even plates. 

It also seems that the survival of the regime is very much linked to the profits generated by this new 

economic openness: Cha Moon Seok, a South Korean researcher, is convinced that Kim’s 

governments is able to collect 220 thousand dollars a day as taxes from North Korean markets. Not 

only, well aware of the existence of a flourishing black market, Pyongyang has ordered its agents to 

find and arrest everyone is not selling his product in the authorized locations. 

If all this is true and the regime is able to support itself autonomously then the impact of international 

sanctions becomes very limited. This does not mean that North Korea has no other weaknesses on 

which to exert some pressure. The first one is the lifestyle revolution, which could – only in the long 

run – question the stability of the regime. In South Korea, deserters hosted by the reception facilities 

in the country have highlighted how, in the last few years, those escaping from North Korea are not 

motivated by fear or hunger. Rather, they are people who have well understood that quality of life 

can be much better beyond the North Korean frontiers. This awareness is certainly a powerful 

element to use against the regime. The second element to pressure Kim’s regime is connected to 

the availability of capitals. Kim needs money to continue his economic experiments and the funds 

he can collect in the country are not enough. Even today, Kim has been able to continue his activities 

thanks to the support of foreign investors, not only the Chinese ones. Closing the door to foreign 

financial aids might be a way to bring Kim to his senses. Instead of showing young Kim that they all 

stand together against him, the US, China, South Korea and Japan continue arguing on the best 

strategy to follow. By doing so, the situation can do nothing but degenerate, increasing the 

possibilities that the worst scenario for all might become true: a nuclear escalation. 

 

 

 


