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I. Introduction 
 
Traditionally China has emphasized peace and stability on the Korean Peninsula as an im-
portant strategic interest in its security.1

However, the recent security environment on the peninsula has never achieved the 
expectations of China as it has grown. A series of Pyongyang’s arbitrary military provoca-
tions, including its sinking of the Cheonan in March 2010, its bombardment of 
Yeonpyeong Island in November of 2010, and its unauthorized launch of a long-range 
missile in April 2012 have profoundly undermined the security environment around the 
Korean Peninsula. In addition, the sudden death of Kim Jong-il in December 2011 has 
further aggravated the regional sense of security uncertainty. This unstable security situa-
tion per se may be indicative of the term “status quo minus.” Status quo minus implies a 

  As East Asian history demonstrates, China has 
long perceived the Korean Peninsula as a strategic catalyst for its security and safety, and 
therefore it has never allowed any other power, other than itself, to exercise control of the 
peninsula. China has decided to intervene in Korea militarily four times—in 1592, 1627, 
1894, and 1950—combating the potential challengers for securing its own suzerainty over 
the peninsula.2  Although China’s sphere of influence shrank to the northern half of the 
peninsula in the wake of the end of the Korean War in 1953,  its interest in North Korea as a 
strategic buffer has remained consistent until the present. Given Pyongyang’s strategic value 
as a buffer state, Beijing’s primary objective with the North has been the survival of its 
backward and fragile regime, and peace and stability remain as the necessary prerequisite 
for its regional security. 3  
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situation in which a weak and isolated North Korea raises an imminent security threat by 
“demonstrating an enhanced capacity to deliver weapons of mass destruction and adopt-
ing more bellicose rhetoric and behavior.” (Goldstein 2006, 131-136) In this context, eco-
nomically desperate North Korea tends to implement aggressive provocations on the ba-
sis of its belief that Pyongyang’s assertive behavior helps its regime survival.4 Subsequent 
U.S. military counteraction against North Korea’s violence will inevitably force China to 
intervene in the North Korean quagmire.  

As a political ally, economic supporter, and diplomatic patron to Pyongyang’s regime, 
China has exerted whatever diplomatic influence and intervention it can on the North as 
far as these help maintain peace and stability in the region.5 Once it intervenes, China’s 
strategic objective is to shift the security situation on the Korean Peninsula from a status 
quo minus to a status quo plus. “Status quo plus,” in contrast to status quo minus, indi-
cates a situation in which North Korea stops imposing a serious threat or provocation to 
neighboring states. In this context, the risk of intense crisis or military confrontation re-
mains “at a modest level,” by the major presence of U.S. military stationed in South Korea. 
Also, the U.S. security alliance works as a hedge against a deterioration of strategic stabil-
ity on the Korean Peninsula. To the extent that North Korea’s belligerence can be success-
fully constrained, security and stability on the peninsula and broadly in the Northeast 
Asian region may be sustained.6 

For China, status quo plus seems to be the most preferred security context for the re-
gion. China believes that status quo plus shapes North Korea to be kinder, gentler, and 
more reform-oriented. It also understands status quo plus as “the best way to ensure 
Pyongyang’s survival,” without any sudden major changes. (Scobell 2004, 16-17)  There-
fore, China, in pursuit of reaching a status quo plus has to deal with three different North 
Korean issues:  North Korea’s nuclear ambitions, Pyongyang’s economic predicament, and 
the North’s violent provocations in the region. Despite no immediately satisfactory out-
come expected in a short time period, China has consistently implemented its political, 
economic, and diplomatic influence to shift the regional security situation from status 
quo minus to status quo plus. 
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II. The North Korean Threat and Status Quo Minus 
 
The major reason to define the post-2010 security situation on the Korean Peninsula as sta-
tus quo minus is that North Korea, despite its economic backwardness, diplomatic isolation, 
and political volatility, poses a variety of security threats to the Northeast Asian region. 
North Korean threats can be classified into three dimensions. First, Pyongyang’s nuclear 
threat for about twenty years has continued to undermine Northeast Asian regional stability. 
Despite the Agreement Framework of 1994 and the eight-year-long Six-Party Talks, North 
Korea has continued to develope its nuclear devices, and it ultimately tested them twice in 
2006 and 2009.7  Even after the nuclear tests, no specific diplomatic measures have been 
found to dismantle Pyongyang’s unauthorized nuclear development except the Six-Party 
Talks. (Nanto and Manyin 2010) Despite the death of his father, however, Kim Jong-un 
seems to have no intention of giving up his nuclear program and therefore the Six-Party 
Talks have little chance of meeting their founding goal: North Korea’s nuclear dismantle-
ment. Although China has consistently argued for the resumption of the Six-Party Talks, 
China falls short of convincing the regional powers and in the meantime the North’s nucle-
ar threats are getting more serious for South Korea’s security. (Chanlett-Avery 2012) 

Second, North Korea’s military provocations toward the South have caused profound 
security threats to the entire region. Two cases, including the tragedy of the Cheonan in 
March 2010 and the North’s bombardment of the South’s Yeonpyong Island in November 
2010, have shown that North Korea can provoke security threats to the South at any time 
without declaration of war. (Thompson 2010; Swaine 2010; 2011) Furthermore, these 
provocations have also showed that the bilateral confrontation on the Korean Peninsula 
risk being escalated to a face-off between the regional powers: the United States and Chi-
na. The cases of the Cheonan and Yeonpyong divided regional security structure into two 
alliance systems, the U.S.-Korean alliance and the Chinese-North Korean alliance, and 
the potential confrontation between the two alliance systems creates regional instability. 
(Michishita 2009, 139-152) To maintain regional security and stability, the vicious cycle 
that begins from North Korea’s provocations to the South, as a first step, should be con-
trolled. Pyongyang’s provocations, alarming Seoul and prompting it to improve its de-
fense capabilities, forced the implementation of a U.S.-South Korea joint military exercise. 
And China, suspicious of U.S. military intentions, tends to be at odds with the United 
States and South Korea, while improving its diplomatic and economic ties with the North. 
At this stage, the key point is how to stop North Korea’s further provocations toward the 
South. For regional crisis prevention, China’s diplomatic influence on the North is essen-
tial. (Byun 2010)  
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<Table 1> North Korea’s Exchange Rate and Price of Rice after the Currency Reform 

 
(Sources: Daily NK) 

 
Third, North Korea’s domestic economic difficulties pose potential threats to the re-

gion. The North Korean economy has been in decline for many decades, and particularly in 
recent periods, due to a number of events, it has further aggravated the state of economic 
crisis. North Korea’s currency reform in 2009 inter alias has brought the biggest economic 
shock on the domestic front.8  Currency reform, a forced exchange of old currency with 
new currency at the rate of 100 to 1, has resulted in a deadly inflation and food shortages 
among the North Korean public (Table 1). Although the Pyongyang government has con-
sistently attempted to ease public discontent, economic hardship among the North’s popula-
tion has already increased beyond what the public can bear.(Lim and Lee 2011) For China, 
North Korea’s economic difficulties are a chief factor threatening China’s consistent eco-
nomic development. Massive flows of its refugees into China’s northeastern territory may 
slow regional economic growth, and Pyongyang’s potential regime instability may damage 
China’s further development of its economy. 
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III. China’s Strategies for Status Quo Plus 
 
For many decades, China has consistently emphasized its pursuit of peace and stability on 
the Korean Peninsula. Claiming that peace on the peninsula is conducive to its consistent 
economic development, China has put its foremost efforts into maintaining the peninsu-
la’s peace and stability. Given North Korea’s actions in 2010 as a source of creating the sta-
tus quo minus, however, China, as a major actor influencing the North, has felt that it 
should play a key role to prevent the Kim Jong-un regime from provoking the region fur-
ther. Chinese activities fall into three categories: dealing with Pyongyang’s nuclear ambi-
tions through the resumption of the Six-Party Talks; relieving the North’s economic 
stalemate with strengthened economic interactions between China and North Korea; and 
precluding North Korea’s potential military provocations with a “rapid response system. 
 
1. Resumption of the Six-Party Talks 
 
Since 2003, the Six-Party Talks have served as a major ground for diplomatic discussions 
to deal with North Korea’s nuclear program. The major goal of the talks has been to pre-
vent the North from possessing nuclear weapons and from further development of its 
nuclear devices.9  Although there have been six rounds of talks which have convened on 
and off for eight years, however, the Six-Party Talks have produced disappointing conse-
quences with no substantial progress in North Korea’s denuclearization.10  North Korea 
has in fact mobilized more resources toward the goal of becoming a genuine nuclear 
power during this time: it has increased its bomb grade material, it has further tested its 
detonation device, and it has also further tested its delivery capabilities.11  The Pyongyang 
government now seems to be confident in identifying itself as a nuclear state. However, 
the Chinese government has still put the highest priority on the resumption of the Six-
Party Talks. Claiming that the talks are the unique measure that can deal with North Ko-
rea’s nuclear problems in a diplomatic and peaceful fashion, the Beijing government has 
consistently emphasized that the Six-Party Talks should be convened as early as possible 
without any conditions. (Hays and Hamel-Green 2010) Given no better alternatives, the 
majority of Chinese scholars and political elites support the Six-Party Talks as a major 
diplomatic venue in dealing with Pyongyang’s nuclear ambitions (Table 2). 
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<Table 2> Chinese Perception of the Six-Party Talks for Resolving the Nuclear Issue 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Lee, Sunny. 2012. “Chinese Perspectives on North Korea and Korean Unification.” Academic 

Paper Series. Korea Economic Institute (KEI). January 24. http://blog.keia.org/wp-

content/uploads/2012/01/sunnylee_ paper.pdf.) 
 

In contrast to China’s efforts and enthusiasm for the resumption of the Six-Party 
Talks, responses of the regional states, including South Korea, the United States, and Ja-
pan, have been very restrained to say the least. The major reason for the lack of enthusi-
asm among the neighbors is their recognition that North Korea’s denuclearization cannot 
be achieved with the Six-Party Talks as they are. The United States, despite its official 
statements, seems to have caught on to the idea that the North Koreans will be impossible 
to deter in their pursuit of nuclear weapons amid lukewarm diplomatic multilateralism.12  
Even China’s foreign policy elites have confirmed that the North Korean government has 
no intention of giving up its nuclear program. (Ming 2007; Yuanhua 2007; Dingli 2008; 
Bin 2009) As seen in Table 3, more than half of the Chinese respondents doubt the possi-
bility of North Korea giving up its nuclear weapons, while 28.3 percent of respondents 
vaguely confirm the Pyongyang regime to give them up. At this stage, the most important 
factor for the resumption of the Six-Party Talks is North Korea’s sincere and faithful atti-
tude toward denuclearization. In particular, North Korea should understand that no eco-
nomic and diplomatic rewards can be secured without its voluntary will to change itself 
in advance. For example, U.S.-North Korean preliminary contacts are the preparatory 
venue for the resumption of the Six-Party Talks. If North Korea suggests persuasive 
commitment for denuclearization, the resumption of the Six-Party Talks seems to be pos-
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sible immediately. But as witnessed in its botched rocket launch on April 13, following the 
conciliatory U.S.-North Korean agreement on February 29 in 2012, the Kim Jong-un re-
gime has been evaluated as lacking in sincerity and failing to deserve the faith of the in-
ternational community. 13 
 
<Table 3> Chinese Perception on North Korea’s Abandonment of Its Nuclear Arsenal 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Lee, Sunny. 2012. “Chinese Perspectives on North Korea and Korean Unification.” Academic 

Paper Series. Korea Economic Institute (KEI). January 24. http://blog.keia.org/wp-

content/uploads/2012/01/sunnylee_ paper.pdf.) 
 

However, Beijing still persists in attempting to persuade regional powers including 
South Korea to participate in the Six-Party Talks. Despite there being no possibility of 
North Korea’s denuclearization through the talks, the Chinese government’s enthusiastic 
claims regarding South Korea’s participation in the Six-Party Talks will produce no mean-
ingful consequences at all. For China, instead, it seems to be more conducive to restarting 
the Six Party Talks, if the North can be persuaded to change its orientation from regime 
survival with nuclear weapons to regime survival without nuclear weapons. The Seoul gov-
ernment also does not deny the raison d’être of the Six-Party Talks, but cannot agree to the 
resumption of them without firm commitment for the complete resolution of Pyongyang’s 
nuclear ambitions. (Um 2011) Instead of holding the talks for the sake of talking, the Chi-
nese diplomatic efforts towards the North must include an ingredient of carrot and stick to 
show the North Koreans that their nuclear card and brinkmanship are not conducive to 
solving their political, security, and economic problems.14  Cooperation between South Ko-
rea and China is crucial to make the Six-Party Talks work for denuclearization. 
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2. Strengthening Economic Interactions with the North 
 
With the unexpected second nuclear test by the Pyongyang regime in May 2009, the Bei-
jing government seems to have begun to reconsider its North Korean policy. Pyongyang’s 
bold implementation of the tests, twice, despite China’s unambiguous objections to them, 
provided an opportunity to review the effectiveness of its North Korea policy.15  But Chi-
na’s consequential policy direction was not to denounce Pyongyang’s unauthorized nucle-
ar tests, nor tighten the grip over the Kim Jong-il regime through its economic leverage, 
but to stabilize the North Korean economic difficulties and prevent the North from fur-
ther social decay by actively expanding bilateral economic exchange.16  This, of course, 
runs counter to the efforts of the other members of the Six-Party Talks as well as the so-
lidified action of the United Nations which the Chinese have agreed to. In fact, the North 
Korean economic situation has been in dismal crisis. Currency reform in 2009, UN eco-
nomic sanctions in the wake of its nuclear test in 2009, and South Korea’s 5.24 measure of 
2010 to sever its bilateral economic exchange with the North have been all combined to 
undermine the North Korean economic performance.17 

Beijing’s objective looks clear. In the short term, its objective seems to be the North’s 
regime survival and social stability, (Lee 2011) and it also wants to reorient Pyongyang to 
the reform and open door policy in the long run. Recognizing economic backwardness as 
the source of North Korea’s security threat, China has exerted a variety of efforts to im-
prove Pyongyang’s economy in particular by dint of trade and investment. Since early 
2010, the Sino-North Korean trade volume has been sharply increasing. As seen in Table 
4, North Korea has increased its trade with China and, in particular, its exports to China 
have grown to their highest since 2003. 
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<Table 4> North Korea’s Trade with China 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Lee, Young-hoon. 2011. “An analysis of China’s Economic Influence over North Korea (Kore-

an).” Presented to an international conference “Sino-North Korean Economic Cooperation, How do we 

evaluate?” May 26. Seoul, Korea. http://nacsi.or.kr) 

 
But the North may have a hidden intention behind its increase in trade with Beijing. 

The increased volume in the Beijing-Pyongyang trade has coincided with the trade cut in 
inter-Korean trade since May 24, 2010. In the wake of the Cheonan tragedy, the Lee 
Myong-bak government declared a cessation of all inter-Korean economic exchanges ex-
cept the Kaesung industrial park. For South Korea, this is a necessary step not only to 
punish North Korea’s inhumane provocation, but also to put pressure on the North to 
adjust itself to fit with international norms and regulations.18  For the North, South Ko-
rea’s 5.24 measures may have been a big economic challenge and, therefore, Pyongyang 
intends to offset the inter-Korean trade with the expansion of trade with China. Conse-
quently, there seems to have been no big changes in the North’s overall trade volume, but 
that does not mean that the recent decline of inter-Korean trade has traded off with Sino-
North Korean trade (See Table 5). 
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<Table 5> Monthly Trade Development of China-North and South-North (2010~2011) 
(unit: million dollars) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: The Korea International Trade Association website (www.kita.net) 

 
For example, there have been 77 major export items from the North to the South, in-

cluding sand and garlic, but the North’s exports to China do not include any of these 
items. Instead, anthracite is North Korea’s major export item to China. In fact, Kim Jong-
il deemed anthracite a strategic resource and constrained it from North Korea’s exports. 
Given the growth of exporting volume, from $40 million (January-May 2010) to $450 
million (June-December 2010), and to $270 million (January-April 2011), the fact that 
the North exports anthracite to China indicates that Pyongyang has been lacking any 
product to export to China, except mineral resources. Although Pyongyang has exerted 
its best efforts to demonstrate that the South 5.24 measure fails to pressure the North 
even by exporting strategic resources to China, the facts reveal that the Pyongyang gov-
ernment has rather fallen into a profound economic crisis. (Yoo 2010)  China’s invest-
ment intends to salvage the North Korean economy from further deterioration. The 
Chang-Ji-Tu developmental project and infrastructure programs are cases. The major 
objective of the Chang-Ji-Tu project is to secure new outlets and momentum for the de-
velopment of the largely neglected Northeastern part of China (mostly Heilongzhang, 
Liaoning, and Jilin provinces). But for the success of the project, Chang-Ji-Tu should be 
developed along with the northern parts of North Korea, including Rajin and Sunbong. 
In order to secure the shipping outlets for China’s industries in the northeastern area, 
massive Chinese investment in the North is expected.19  Chinese civilian investment into 
the North also serves as a major buttress for North Korean economic stability. Since Chi-
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nese civilian corporations invest in the North based on a purely economic rationale, they 
tend to play a major route to transfer Chinese know-how for economic reform and open 
door policies to the North. From this perspective, Chinese investment in the North seems 
to contribute to the short-term economic stabilization and long-term promotion of the 
reform and open door policy of North Korea.20 

In contrast to the Chinese government’s expectations, however, China’s investment 
into North Korea has had limited consequences. The majority of Chinese civilian inves-
tors run mid-or small-sized corporations; their headquarters are usually located in Jilin 
or Liaoning; their businesses are in the fields of mining, services, and light industry; and 
they tend to do business with the North in the form of joint ventures. From these civilian 
investors’ perspective, it is not attractive to invest in North Korea in comparison to other 
neighboring states, including South Korea, Thailand, Vietnam, Myanmar, and Mongolia. 
Due to a variety of North Korea’s unfavorable domestic investment conditions—rent-
seeking, lack of infrastructure, underdeveloped legal system, and immature transaction 
practices—Chinese investors are bound to lose their appetite to invest in the North. 
(Thompson 2011) 
 
 
3. Chinese Dealing with Pyongyang’s Military Provocations 
 
The U.S.-South Korea joint military exercise in the wake of the Yeonpyong Island bom-
bardment in 2010 seemed to have been a nightmare for China. In particular, the involve-
ment of a U.S. aircraft carrier in the ensuing military exercise caused serious security 
concerns among Chinese leaders. Chinese leaders seemed to neglect Pyongyang’s provo-
cation as a source of regional security instability and, instead, denounced the U.S. mili-
tary drills for curbing the North’s belligerent behavior as a regional security threat.21  
Concerning the North’s military provocation as a direct pretext for inducing U.S. military 
intervention into the region, Chinese leaders have struggled to dissuade the North from 
committing further provocations toward the South. In particular, the Chinese have irri-
tatingly been cautious regarding the U.S. potential intervention into the East Asian region 
in general and the Korean Peninsula in particular. As Table 6 reveals, the majority of Chi-
nese elites (68.4 percent) and ordinary citizens (61.9 percent) have responded negatively 
to the United States’ possible intervention in the North under a contingency situation. 
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<Table 6> Chinese Position on the U.S. Intervention in the North under Crisis 

 

(Source: EAI-ARI, “ROK and China’s public Perception (2011)” survey) 

Along with the possibility of U.S. intervention, another situation that China tries to 
evade is potential military conflict between Seoul and Pyongyang. In fact, China has been 
seriously concerned about the potential inter-Korean military clashes since the 
Yeonpyeong Island shelling. (Jin Meihua2010) As seen in Table 7, a growing number of 
both Chinese citizens and Chinese elites recognize the increasing possibilities of inter-
Korean military clashes. In comparison to the 2010 survey, the 2011 survey indicates that 
a greater number of ordinary citizens (from 45.8 to 53.4 percent) and elites (from 26.7 to 
47.4 percent) speculate about the likelihood of potential clashes on the peninsula, while a 
smaller number of ordinary citizens (from 51.% to 44.0 percent) and elites (65.3 to 47.3 
percent) consider clashes unlikely. 
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<Table 7> Chinese Perception of Possibility of Inter-Korean Military Clash 

 

(Source: EAI-ARI, “ROK and China’s Public Perception (2011)” Survey) 

 
Although an increasing number of Chinese recognize the high possibility of bilateral 

clashes between Seoul and Pyongyang, a majority of both Chinese elites and ordinary citi-
zens believe that China should take a neutral position in case of an inter-Korean confronta-
tion, even when it reaches serious levels. As Table 8 indicates, 73.7 percent of elites and 66.4 
percent of ordinary citizens in China support China’s neutral approach to the potential mil-
itary clash between the South and the North. This survey data seems to reflect a change in 
perception among the Chinese toward Korea. As a traditional ally, China should have sup-
ported the North when Seoul and Pyongyang clashed. But as shown in Table 9, it is inter-
esting that a greater number of Chinese elites (31.6 percent) respond negatively than posi-
tively (21.1 percent) to the issue of Chinese support for Pyongyang’s regime under crisis. It 
is also interesting that 42.1 percent of Chinese elites respond neither positively nor nega-
tively to Chinese support of the North Korean regime when in danger. However, the Chi-
nese people still respond somewhat sensitively to the issue of the North’s regime instability. 
More than half of China’s ordinary citizens (55.9 percent) evaluate Chinese support of the 
North Korean regime positively when it is under serious crisis. 
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<Table 8> Chinese Position in Case of Inter-Korean Conflict 
 

 
 

 
 
(Source: EAI-ARI, “ROK and China’s public Perception (2011)” survey) 

 
<Table 9> China’s Support of North Korean Regime under Crisis 

 

(Source: EAI-ARI, “ROK and China’s public Perception (2011)” survey) 

When conflicts between South and North reach a serious level, 

how should China react? 
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Given all the complexities arising from North Korea’s provocations, Beijing should 

do its best to restrain Pyongyang. China, as a way to restrict the North from venturing 
into another military provocation, seems to have attempted to establish an institutional-
ized security system between itself and North Korea, called the “Rapid Response Sys-
tem.”22  According to the document, the Rapid Response System defines several regula-
tions for both the Chinese and the North Korean military to promote regional security. 
First, China and North Korea should discuss in advance any behavior which may influ-
ence the stability of the Korean Peninsula or cause any security troubles in the region. 
Second, China should build up Special Forces to deal exclusively with Korean affairs in an 
immediate fashion. These forces should be trained and deployed conducive to the specific 
situation of the Korean Peninsula. Third, China and North Korea should establish a unit-
ed command headquarters to coordinate both forces’ military activities and to promote 
cooperation between the Chinese and North Korean militaries. Fourth, China should 
help the North Korean government promote an information system as well as help coor-
dinate its information structure with the North’s for intimate information sharing be-
tween the two states. Fifth, both states should construct a joint military exercise system 
and promote joint combat capabilities by dint of joint military exercises on a regular basis. 

Although the concept of the Rapid Response System is not officially published or de-
clared by the Chinese government, however, the concept itself reflects China’s North Ko-
rean dilemma. Pyongyang’s arbitrary and relentless provocations keep undermining the 
peace and stability of Northeast Asia, and subsequently irritate China’s security concerns. 
In the wake of the death of Kim Jong-il in December 2011, in particular, China seems to 
feel further difficulties in dealing with the Kim Jong-un regime. Although it is premature 
to evaluate the less-than-a-year old Kim Jong-un regime, however, the young Kim thus 
far seems to have little interest in keeping peace and stability over the region and to have 
no intention to introduce a reform and open-door policy in his own land.23  Given Chi-
na’s limited influence over the North, it is reasonable for China to initiate a new policy or 
measure for stopping North Korea’s provocations directly. Furthermore, the concerted 
expectation among the regional states would be to return to the status quo plus, in which 
North Korea refrains from violent provocations. 
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IV. Conclusion 
 
Since 2009, North Korea has yet again attracted international attention as a regional source 
of instability. Despite its neighboring states’ unambiguous objections, the Pyongyang gov-
ernment conducted its second nuclear test in 2009, provoked the South with the covert 
sinking of the Cheonan and the shelling of Yeonpyong Island, and launched a long range 
missile, allegedly a satellite, that failed. North Korea’s series of provocations agitated the 
neighboring states, putting the region into the status quo minus situation. In this context, 
China’s role and influence are highly required for the stability of the region. China has con-
sistently emphasized the stability of the Korean Peninsula, and following its commitment 
China has attempted to introduce peace and stability on the peninsula with its renewed pol-
icy toward the North. 

Initially, China, in dealing with the North’s nuclear ambitions, has advocated the re-
sumption of the Six-Party Talks. Claiming that the Six-Party Talks are the only alternative 
to settle North Korea’s nuclear problems, the Chinese government has heightened its pres-
sure on the participating governments to reconvene the Six-Party Talks. China’s recent sug-
gestion of a three-step proposal, which sets the Inter-Korean Dialogue and the United 
States-North Korean negotiations as prerequisites for the resumption of the Six-Party Talks, 
was surely a more refined proposal for the resumption of the Six-Party Talks. Also, U.S.-
North Korea contacts in Geneva also provide potential for another round of the Six-Party 
Talks. But the most important factor at this stage is North Korea’s sincerity regarding dis-
mantling its nuclear devices on the diplomatic table. If China proves its capability to lead 
the North to denuclearization, the Six-Party Talks could be resumed on the support of par-
ticipating states in a short period of time. 

On the domestic front, China’s recent expansion of economic influence in terms of 
trade and investment in the North seems to be contributing to North Korea’s dilapidated 
economy. Although South Korea’s nationalists fear that due to the suspension of inter-
Korean economic exchanges, North Korea’s economic dependence on China has been 
intensified,24 China’s economic support in terms of trade and investment helps Pyong-
yang escape from the dangers of collapsing. But the question is whether the North will 
initiate profound policy change to reform and open door, following China’s suggestion. 
The pursuit of reform and open door policies is what all regional powers welcome. And 
these powers also support China’s persuasion and pressure on the North to reorient its 
developmental policy. But China’s current approaches have not brought forth Pyong-
yang’s commitment to a reform and open door approach.  

There exists a gap in perception between China and its neighbors, as well as with 
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much of the rest of the world, in either seeing the North Korean problem as a political 
concern which needs to be contained, or seeing the North Korean problems as issues 
which must be addressed separately. For instance, China recognizes correctly that the 
root cause of all the problems of North Korea is political in that they are caused by the 
concern of regime survival. Most others are addressing the problems of North Korea, 
ranging from human rights to nuclear proliferation, in a separate manner. As long as this 
perceptional gap exists, the policies of the parties interested in North Korea will have dif-
fering aims and effects. There needs to be a structured mechanism for addressing and, 
more importantly, resolving these differences of perception in order to influence North 
Korea in any way – be it for the containment of the North Korean regime, and/or the res-
olution for the problems that it is causing for regional peace, respectively. 

Furthermore, and more important, China must begin to recognize that containing and 
maintaining the current situation through ad hoc policies is not enough to return the situa-
tion to status quo plus. China needs to provide and manage its diplomatic resources in a 
more sincere and coherent manner to persuade the North to slowly open up its economy to 
reform and address the nuclear issue in a more constructive manner. The nature of the re-
gime in Pyongyang itself is the problem. As long as that regime remains in power, the un-
fortunate Koreans that live in that territory will suffer, South Korea and Japan will be held 
hostage at gun-point, and the region will remain volatile. It is time that the international 
community in general, and the non-North Korean members of the Six-Party Talks in par-
ticular, to put forth a concerted and unified policy that aims to either resolve or change the 
nature of the North Korean regime. ■ 
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