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Abstract

This paper analyses the relationship between the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK). It contends that the PRC’s national focus on
economic growth has translated into a deliberate, ‘geopolitical stability’ strategy to maintain the
status quo of a divided Korean Peninsula, with reunification and denuclearisation as secondary
policy objectives.

It concludes that even though there are economic, diplomatic and credibility costs for the PRC in
continuing to support the DPRK, it will continue to do so for as long as Beijing assesses that
support for the DPRK will maintain the status quo on the Korean Peninsula and that the status
quo is required to underwrite the PRC’s ability to grow its economy and military power, and
resolve internal issues.




Why does the People’s Republic of China continue to support the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea?

Colonel Russell Maddalena

Introduction

The People’s Republic of China’s (PRC) economic rise over the last 35 years has seen it transition
from its post-World War 2 hardline socialist ideology and isolation into a prosperous, market-
based economic powerhouse that is now one of the key geopolitical players in East Asia. On the
opposite end of the spectrum is the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), which shares
a 1416-kilometre land border with the PRC. It remains an isolated and autocratic communist
state, ruled by a repressive regime, and with an economy which has largely regressed since the
end of the Korean War. The DPRK’s nuclear ambitions, brinksmanship and poor economic
management have contributed to its isolation and reliance on the PRC for diplomatic support,
food, fuel and economic aid. However, that support arguably incurs significant and ongoing
financial, diplomatic and credibility costs for the PRC.

This paper will analyse the DPRK-PRC relationship and contend that the PRC’s national focus on
economic growth has translated into a deliberate, ‘geopolitical stability’ strategy to maintain the
status quo of a divided Korean Peninsula, with reunification and denuclearisation as secondary
policy objectives. The shared history of the PRC and DPRK will be analysed to provide an
understanding of the depth and genesis of the current relationship. The PRC’s policies and
methods will also be examined to illustrate the benefits the PRC is seeking to gain through its
support to the DPRK. Finally, the economic, diplomatic and credibility costs of this support will
be analysed in order to understand the costs borne by the PRC. The paper concludes that the
cost/benefit calculations will likely see the PRC continue to provide support to the DPRK,
particularly as Beijing remains focused on economic growth and internal issues.

‘As close as lips and teeth’ - 2000 years of shared history?

The connection between China and Korea can be traced back to the 8th century BCE. The
relationship in ancient times existed under a suzerainty system, with Korean kingdoms as
tributary states of successive Chinese dynasties. The suzerain relationship lasted through to the
shared fight against Japanese invaders in 1592, after which China formed the concept of the
‘interdependence of two neighbouring states (if the lips are gone, the teeth will be cold)’ which, at
the time, China interpreted as meaning that defending the Korean Peninsula was the same as
defending China.?

The interdependent relationship endured through to the subsequent Japanese invasion and
occupation of the Korean Peninsula from 1910 to 1945, and China between 1931 and 1945.
During this difficult period, the shared struggle against Japanese invaders and the rise of
communism in the two countries occurred in parallel. As such, the modern Sino-DPRK
Communist Party bond, while based on shared history, was ‘forged during the wars against
Japanese occupation and Chinese nationalists in the 1930s and 1940s’.3

The bond between the two countries, based on their shared history and communist ideologies,
was firmly cemented in the PRC’s national psyche through the commitment of Chinese troops in
support of North Korea during the Korean War. The PRC committed some 2.97 million troops to
fight alongside the North Korean military against UN forces, and a further 600,000 civil workers
to support the war effort on the Korean Peninsula. This commitment of troops and resources
proved highly costly for the PRC, with personnel losses conservatively estimated at 148,000
killed, 380,000 wounded and 21,400 prisoners of war, while direct financial costs were estimated
at 6.2 billion Yuan (>US$1 billion), with a further US$1.3 billion owed to the Soviet Union.* The
Korean War, which was fought in the formative years of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), was
recently described by China’s President Xi Jinping as a ‘great victory in the pursuit of world peace
and human progress’.5 The fight against US-led UN forces has always been, and remains, a
‘central legitimising story for the Chinese Communist Party, [and] the People’s Liberation Army’,®




as well as a tangible link to the DPRK in the psyche of the Chinese people and the CCP’s
leadership.

Despite their common ideology and Korean War history, the PRC-DPRK relationship has waxed
and waned since. In 1961, the two countries signed the ‘Sino-North Korean Treaty of Friendship,
Cooperation, and Mutual Assistance’.” The relationship then became strained during China’ so-
called ‘Cultural Revolution’ in the 1960s, when the Red Guard lost patience with the regime of
North Korean leader Kim Il-sung, denouncing it as revisionist.28 The relationship recovered in the
1970s when the PRC was seeking strong bilateral relationships during a period of hostile
relations with the Soviet Union. However, the PRC once again moved away from the DPRK in the
early 1980s when it commenced economic reforms and moves towards a free market economy,
further souring when the PRC established diplomatic relations with the Republic of Korea (ROK)
in 1992.

The current ‘positive’ phase of the PRC-DPRK relationship began in 2000, after a seven year
period of no top-level engagement, with a visit to China by Kim Jong-il, then Supreme Leader of
the DPRK, to re-establish the relationship. This phase continues to the present, having survived
14 years of DPRK recalcitrance, nuclear tests and brinksmanship on the world stage, and has led
to the PRC providing a significant and growing level of support to the DPRK.?

A deliberate strategy to maintain the divided Koreas

It is generally assumed that the PRC’s preferred long-term outcome is a unified, de-nuclearised
Korean Peninsula, without US troops, and with a government that is friendly or at least neutral
towards China.l® However, an analysis of the policy and methods employed by China in its
bilateral relationship with the DPRK, and in the UN, would seem to suggest that such an outcome
is not being actively sought by Beijing at this time.!! Indeed, China’s continued diplomatic,
economic and military support for the DPRK, and its lack of punitive action against the regime in
Pyongyang, would seem to suggest that its current strategy is to maintain geopolitical stability on
the Korean Peninsula in order to underpin its own economic growth.

Such a strategy, which is effectively the maintenance of the divided Koreas, is presumably based
on policy objectives that are fundamentally designed to meet the PRC’s current and short-term
geopolitical and economic requirements.!? Maintenance of the status quo on the Korean
Peninsula provides the PRC with a number of strategic and economic benefits. The divided
Koreas, with a regime in the north that is friendly towards China, give the PRC an important
geographical buffer between US troops stationed in the ROK and its northeastern border. A
divided Korean Peninsula also negates any prospective relocation of US troops towards the
existing Sino-DPRK border, which might occur should a reunified Korea adopt the ROK’s current
political and alliance structures.!3

The provision of financial and food aid to maintain the status quo also mitigates the risk of
instability in the DPRK leading to an uncontrolled flow of refugees across the Sino-DPRK land
border into the northern provinces of China—and the subsequent economic and political costs
associated with managing such an influx.1* Further, the provision of support reinforces ‘Beijing’s
[broader] credibility as a patron and ally’.15 Finally, the status quo allows the PRC to maintain its
military focus on internal security, the reunification of Taiwan and military expansion without
being distracted by the requirement to conduct military operations on the Korean Peninsula
(which it would be obligated to conduct under the terms of the 1961 Sino-North Korean Treaty
should the DPRK be subjected to armed attack).16

To that end, the PRC would seem to be maintaining a level of influence with the DPRK that will
support its strategic intent to sustain geostrategic stability. It is doing this through the
maintenance of close diplomatic and military ties with the DPRK, and through the provision of
food aid, economic aid, energy assistance, trade and investment in order to help underpin regime
stability. Uniquely, diplomatic engagement between the two countries is coordinated through
party-to-party links—between the CCP and Workers Party of Korea—rather than through the
Chinese Foreign Ministry. This is evidence of the special status of the PRC-DPRK diplomatic
relationship and the priority placed on the relationship by the PRC’s leadership-17

The PRC also seeks to influence and stabilise the DPRK regime through the provision of a
significant and growing level of foreign aid. Food, fuel and monetary aid are provided to mitigate



http://www.marxists.org/subject/china/documents/china_dprk.htm
http://www.marxists.org/subject/china/documents/china_dprk.htm

the risk of a hunger-fuelled popular uprising, a rise in the number of refugees entering China, and
in an attempt to provide the PRC with a degree of leverage to moderate DPRK actions.18 PRC
trade and investment have risen on an annual basis, particularly after DPRK trade with Russia—
and Russian support—collapsed at the end of the Cold War.1® PRC trade with the DPRK is highly
significant as it has mitigated the effectiveness of UN sanctions imposed as a result of the DPRK
conducting nuclear and ballistic missile tests in contravention of international laws and norms.20
PRC actions to minimise the economic cost of sanctions have helped to sustain the DPRK regime
and are indicative of the PRC’s deliberate strategy to maintain leverage and the status quo.

But it comes at a cost

The PRC’s strategic policy of maintaining stability and the status quo on the Korean Peninsula
incurs significant ongoing economic, credibility and diplomatic costs. Real costs include the
actual expenditure on economic, fuel and food aid. Credibility and diplomatic costs are that
China’s leaders can be accused of being unduly lenient towards North Korea and, at times, risk
condemnation because of Beijing’s support for what is widely seen as a ‘pariah’ state.

Certainly, the DPRK is generally regarded as a failing state with an economy that ‘is one of the
world’s most isolated and bleak’.2! It is reliant on food and economic aid for regime survival and
to mitigate the starvation and suffering of a large proportion of its population.22 The PRC is the
DPRK’s principal aid donor and is effectively responsible for the survival of the DPRK regime.
Although the actual costs are not disclosed, reports suggest that the economic assistance being
provided to the DPRK equates to half of the PRC’s total annual foreign aid budget.23 Additionally,
Beijing provides up to 45 per cent of North Korea’s food requirements, which included 500,000
tonnes of rice in 2012. Economic aid, food aid, and shipments of fuel—which are estimated to
account for 90 per cent of the DPRK’s annual requirements—arguably provide a significant and
ongoing cost to the PRC economy but do so without achieving the influence in Pyongyang that
Beijing would ideally be seeking.24

The limits of China’s influence are evident in DPRK actions in relation to its nuclear and ballistic
missile programs. The DPRK has caused the Chinese leadership to ‘lose face’ on numerous
occasions through its repeated conduct of nuclear and ballistic missile tests, against the implicit
advice and wishes of China. A recent example of DPRK defiance and disrespect was the conduct of
the DPRK’s third nuclear test in February 2013, during the Chinese New Year.25 This test, which
was conducted against PRC wishes, and at a time when many Chinese officials were on holidays,
was seen as a sign of open disrespect by Kim Jong-un towards China’s President Xi Jinping;
Chinese officials reportedly felt that President Xi Jinping ‘lost face’ on the world stage due to his
inability to influence the DPRK’s leadership over the conduct and timing of this test.26

A further diplomatic and credibility negative for the PRC is that its unwillingness to use economic
instruments to apply pressure to modify DPRK behaviour, and set the conditions for
reunification, are well documented and understood by world leaders.?” A key example is how the
PRC dealt with the DPRK’s nuclear tests of 2006 and 2009. On one hand, China publicly
condemned the tests and, as a permanent member of the UN Security Council, helped to develop
and then voted for sanctions against the DPRK. However, in each case, the PRC ensured that the
UN sanctions did not include the threat of military enforcement or a mandatory requirement for
member states to inspect goods en route to the DPRK.28

Furthermore, the PRC established new bilateral aid and trade ties, both at government-to-
government level and commercially, that effectively circumvented UN sanctions and diminished
their usefulness to the point that the sanctions became ineffective.2® Indeed, it has been
contended that the PRC is ‘in fact enabling North Korean despotism’ by effectively compensating
the DPRK for the reduction in trade from other countries.30 Certainly, the PRC’s actions with
respect to sanctions have impacted its credibility on the world stage.

A further diplomatic issue for China, stemming from its support to the DPRK, is that its active
‘refoulement’ of North Korean refugees (forcing them back to their place of origin) contravenes
its obligations as a signatory to the 1951 UN Refugee Convention.3! The PRC has consistently
refused to accept North Koreans who cross the border illegally as refugees, terming them ‘illegal
economic migrants’ and forcibly deporting those who are captured on Chinese territory. As a
result of its failure to follow international conventions on refugees, Beijing was accused of aiding




and abetting DPRK crimes against humanity in a 2014 report of the Commission of Inquiry on
Human Rights in the DPRK.32 This is a further example of China’s links to, and support of, the
DPRK diminishing its credibility on the world stage.

The critical reliance by the DPRK on PRC aid and diplomatic support means that China has the
power to sustain or bring down the current regime.33 However, its ongoing provision of aid, and
its continual acceptance of the diplomatic and credibility costs, would seem to indicate that the
PRC’s actions ‘are designed to manage not punish’.3* Moreover, its acceptance of the costs would
seem to affirm that China is not willing to accept the risks and costs associated with the collapse
of the North Korean regime or reunification of the Korean Peninsula, preferring instead the
maintenance of the somewhat uneasy status quo.

Conclusion

This paper has assessed why the PRC continues to support the DPRK. It has analysed the shared
history of the two countries to provide an understanding of the depth and genesis of the current
relationship, as well as highlighting both the benefits the PRC seeks and gains from supporting
the DPRK, and the significant economic, diplomatic and credibility costs endured by China as a
result.

The paper has argued that the PRC’s leadership maintains a deliberate, geopolitical stability
strategy for the Korean Peninsula, notwithstanding these ongoing costs. Although the economic
and diplomatic costs are high, China’s ongoing support would suggest it assesses that the
‘potential consequences of cutting Pyongyang loose are unacceptable’ and that the costs are
outweighed by the benefits achieved from maintaining the status quo on the Korean Peninsula.35

Beijing’s past and current actions similarly suggest that it will continue to provide sufficient aid,
trade and investment to diplomatically and economically prop up the DPRK regime in order to
avoid destabilising factors that would likely inhibit China’s economic growth. Moreover, it can be
expected that Beijing will do this for as long as it assesses that support for the DPRK will
maintain the status quo on the Korean Peninsula and that the status quo is important in
underwriting the PRC’s ability to grow its economy and military power, and to resolve internal
issues within China.
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