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Production Agreements

Trade and Cooperation in 
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The Military DIME (M-DIME) Research Project is a 
dynamic effort from researchers at the U.S. Army 
Training and Doctrine Command’s Foreign Military 
Studies Office (FMSO). Its goal is to provide Army 
leaders with a clear, comparative understanding of 
how China and Russia employ instruments of national 
power to obtain military influence around the world. 
The M-DIME framework is derived from the “DIME” 
concept, which classes instruments of national 
power into four types: Diplomatic, Informational, 
Military, and Economic. Based on this concept, the 
M-DIME framework gives more narrow attention to 
the instruments that China and Russia employ to gain 
military influence in third-party countries.

The M-DIME framework’s purpose is to track and 
analyze the military influence of “Benefactor” countries 
(i.e. China and Russia) in select “Recipient” countries 
in Africa, Latin America, the Middle East, and South 
and Southeast Asia. Benefactor countries are assumed 
to engage in activities that result in them having 
increased military influence in Recipient countries 
to gain leverage over global rivals, competitors, 
and adversaries; for China and Russia, this means 
the United States. Within this framework, “military 
influence” is defined as the ability of a Benefactor 
country to shape or alter the attitudes, behaviors, and 
capabilities of actors within—and entities associated 
with—the armed forces of Recipient countries.

The M-DIME framework identifies 12 distinct 
instruments of national power employed by 
Benefactor countries to gain military influence 
in Recipient countries, three for each of the DIME 
categories. They are as follows:
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M-DIME analysis is based on qualitative assessments 
of Benefactor influence in Recipient countries along 
each of the 12 M-DIME instruments of influence. These 
assessments are made for the Benefactor’s Current 
Influence (assessed as Very High, High, Medium, Low, 
Very Low, or Unobserved) and Projected Influence 
(assessed as Increasing, Steady, Decreasing, or 
Unknown). Current assessments are made based 
on activities from 2012 to the present, while future 
assessments are three-year forecasts.

The bulk of activities considered in the M-DIME 
Research Project involve members of the armed forces 
or defense sector personnel in both Benefactor and 
Recipient countries. Such activities include formal and 
informal military-to-military diplomacy, security 
cooperation engagements, and arms transfers. 
However, the M-DIME Research Project also tracks 
and analyzes Chinese and Russian activities that 
employ non-military instruments of influence but 
ultimately bear on the decisionmaking and capabili-
ties of the Recipient country's armed forces. Such 
activities include Chinese and Russian collaboration 
with Benefactor states in media, communications 
technology, and strategic sectors.

The M-DIME Research Project’s findings are derived 
from open-source research. Each M-DIME product 
is produced with the collaboration of analysts from 
across FMSO, frequently with the assistance of 
non-Department of Defense subject matter experts 
coming from academia, think tanks, and the private 
sector. Given its basis in open-source research, the 
M-DIME Research Project has an inherent limita-
tion. It cannot track Chinese and Russian military 
influence activities that are deliberately kept secret. 
Consequently, assessments of Chinese and Russian 
influence based on instruments for which secrecy 
is important or where information would typically 
be classified by the Benefactor or Recipient coun-
tries—for instance, military-technology sharing or 
intelligence collaboration—are acknowledged to 
be made with low confidence. Assessments of 

Projected Influence, unless otherwise stated, are also 
made with low confidence given pervasive information 
gaps and the potential for bilateral dynamics to quickly 
shift.  In certain cases, assessments are not made 
where open-source data is considered inconclusive

In sum, the M-DIME Research Project is a tool for 
U.S. Army and U.S. Government personnel to better 
understand the instruments of national power 
employed by China and Russia to gain global military 
influence and the impact these activities have on 
U.S. national security interests. Over time, FMSO will 
expand the body of research and assessments based 
on this framework, increasing its comparative value 
across Benefactor and Recipient countries.
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Figure 1. M-DIME Overview

China’s current M-DIME influence in North Korea is assessed as Medium. Some of the most important 
instruments contributing to China’s current military influence in North Korea include:

Defense/Security Pacts and Agreements (M3). China’s only bilateral defense pact is the 1961 Sino-
North Korea Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation, and Mutual Assistance. It is crucial to both countries’ 
national security, underpinning their military relations despite the lack of substantive military-to-
military engagements in recent years.

Trade and Cooperation in Strategic Commodities/Sectors (E3). China and North Korea have shared 
a decades-long economic relationship, with China now accounting for nearly all North Korea’s total 
imports and exports, including in rare earth/critical minerals and energy.

Information and Communications Technology Support (I2). China provided most of the hardware 
and ICT infrastructure necessary to build North Korea’s digital network and mobile devices, which has 
made North Korea highly dependent on China’s networking and communications technologies.

KEY ASSESSMENTS

China’s projected M-DIME influence in North Korea is assessed as Steady. Some of the most dynamic 
instruments informing China’s projected military influence in North Korea include:

Trade and Cooperation in Strategic Commodities/Sectors (E3). North Korea’s strict COVID-19 border 
closures enabled China to exert a very high degree of economic influence in North Korea, and this 
cooperation is highly likely to increase in the next three years due to Russia’s veto of the UN Security 
Council (UNSC) sanctions regime.

Technology-Sharing and Joint Production Agreements (E2). North Korea’s domestic manufacturers 
use tools and hardware produced by Chinese original equipment manufacturers despite the absence 
of public technology-sharing or joint production agreements, indicating the likelihood that unofficial 
and subnational cooperation will continue at a steady rate.
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INTRODUCTION TO CHINA-NORTH KOREA RELATIONS

China-North Korea military relations have histori-
cally been shaped by a mix of ideological alignment, 
strategic necessity, and periods of tension, with China 
maintaining a cautious, status quo-oriented approach 
that prioritizes regional stability over deep military 
cooperation. Bilateral relations predate the official 
founding of both the Democratic People’s Republic 
of Korea (DPRK) in 1948 and the People’s Republic 
of China (PRC) in 1949 and were warm but strained 
throughout the Cold War era. China and North Korea 
aligned during the early Sino-Soviet split in the late 
1950s to early 1960s, signing the 1961 Sino-North 
Korea Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation, and Mutual 
Assistance, which was renewed in 2021 for another 
20 years.1 China nonetheless rejected North Korea’s 
request for assistance to develop nuclear weapons in 
1964 and reportedly never provided the same level of 
nuclear assistance as it did for Pakistan’s and Iran’s 
programs in the 1990s.2 After the Soviet Union offi-
cially dissolved in 1991, North Korea lost a significant 
source of aid and over 90 percent of its total trade with 
Russia.3 During this time, China’s economic influence 
in the country substantially increased.

Upon rising to power in 2011, Kim Jong Un targeted 
pro-Chinese Communist Party (CCP) officials within the 
Workers’ Party of Korea (WPK) structure to consolidate 
his power.4 As a result, Chinese General Secretary Xi 
Jinping did not meet his North Korean counterpart 
until a series of five summits in 2018-19 following 
North Korea’s summit diplomacy with the United 
States and South Korea.5 Xi and Kim jointly declared 
2024 as the “year of China-North Korea friendship” 
to mark the 75th anniversary of the bilateral ties be-
tween the two countries.6 However, there have been 

no public high-level exchanges between China and 
North Korea after the latter signed a Comprehensive 
Strategic Partnership treaty with Russia.

The United States and North Korea do not maintain 
official diplomatic relations. However, according to 
the U.S. Department of State, “Peace and prosperity 
on the Korean Peninsula is the ultimate goal for the 
United States in its relationship with the Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea.”7 The United States has 
sought to engage North Korea in order to mitigate 
the risks of its nuclear weapons and missile de-
velopment programs.8 U.S. foreign policy towards 
North Korea remains a point of strong bipartisan 
consensus among American legislators, focusing on 
denuclearization, deterrence, and human rights.9 
China has long considered North Korea’s stability key 
to its national security. For Beijing, maintaining the 
status quo on the Korean peninsula not only serves 
as a buffer against forward-deployed U.S. forces but 
also avoids a refugee crisis in China’s economically 
disadvantaged northeastern provinces.10

Soft Power Activities (D3). China and North Korea have not held any public high-level exchanges since 
Russia and North Korea signed their Comprehensive Strategic Partnership treaty in June 2024. Despite the 
absence of public engagements, China will likely increase its coercive soft power activities to curtail North 
Korea’s strategic posturing and prevent it from jeopardizing China’s interests on the Korean peninsula.
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NORTH KOREA AT A GLANCE
Capital Pyongyang11

Population 26,298,666 (2024 est.)12

GDP per Capita $1,700 (2015 est.)13

Head of Government Choe Ryong Hae (최룡해)14

Head of State Kim Jong Un (김정은)15

Minister of Defense No Kwang-chol (노광철)16

Chief of General Staff Ri Yong-gil (리영길)17

Military Expenditure (total) $1,604,440,000 (as of 2016)18; Estimated $7 billion to $11 
billion between 2010 and 202019

Military Expenditure (% of GDP) 16% goal (State announcement for 2023 expenditures); 
Estimated 20-30% between 2010 and 202020

Armed Service Branches

Korean People’s Army (KPA): KPA Ground Forces, KPA Navy, 
KPA Air Force and Air Defense Forces, KPA Strategic Forces 
(missile forces), KPA Special Forces (special operations forces); 
Security Guard Command; Military Security Command21

Active Armed Forces Personnel Estimated 1-1.2 million active-duty troops; Estimated 200,000 
internal security forces (as of 2023)22

Figure 2. North Korea at a Glance. 
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Very High High Medium Low Very Low Unobserved
M-DIME

Current Influence: Medium		  Projected Influence:  Steady

D -  Diplomatic Instruments
China and North Korea maintain regular low-level diplomatic exchanges but visits at the head-of-state and 
ministerial level have generally only occurred during periods of major geopolitical tensions on the Korean 
Peninsula. Despite the announcement of 2024 as the year of China-North Korea friendship, there have been 
limited high-level exchanges, with almost none involving senior defense officials. China appears to have fro-
zen its public exchanges with North Korea after it signed a Comprehensive Strategic Partnership treaty with 
Russia. China's long-term diplomatic approach to North Korea will likely be influenced by the new Trump 
administration's approach to the broader Indo-Pacific region."Therefore, China will likely maintain its use of 
diplomatic instruments in North Korea over the next three years.

D1: Defense-Related Diplomacy

•	 There have been nearly a dozen defense delegations exchanged between China and North Korea 
since 2012, but these have centered around periods when major geopolitical developments 
impacted China’s security interests on the Korean peninsula. After the death of Kim Jong Il in 
2011, a round of diplomacy occurred to shore up China-North Korea bilateral relations.

	» High-level North Korean delegations visited China in April 2012,23 July 2012,24 May 2013,25 and 
September 2013.26

•	 Another round of diplomacy occurred from 2016 to 2019, when North Korea made significant 
advancements in its nuclear weapons development, conducting intercontinental ballistic missile 
launches and a nuclear test in 2017.

	» Between 2018 and 2019, Xi and Kim met a total of five times, coinciding with summits held by 
the United States and South Korea with North Korea.27 Xi visited North Korea in June 2019, his 
first since assuming power in 2012, and the first by a Chinese head of state in 14 years.28

	» High-level North Korean military delegations visited China regularly throughout 2019.29

•	 The latest round of diplomacy is framed by 2024 being the “Year of China-North Korea Friend-
ship.” However, high-level exchanges between the two countries in 2024 have been limited and 
appear to have stalled after the Putin-Kim summit in June 2024.

	» Military and high-level diplomacy has been limited in 2023 and 2024, and despite the 
diplomatic significance of the 75th anniversary year, China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi has not 
visited North Korea since 2019.30

•	 China’s diplomatic approach towards North Korea tends to be crisis-oriented to ensure it secures 
its geopolitical interests on the Korean peninsula, a pattern which aligns with its broader policies 
regarding its border region. Pending significant advancements in the United States-Japan-South 
Korea trilateral security cooperation, China is unlikely to increase its defense diplomacy in the 
next three years.
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Current Influence: Medium	 Projected Influence:  Increasing

D3: Soft Power Activities

•	 China and North Korea occasionally exchange delegations and host special events to commem-
orate historic milestones, emphasizing shared political and ideological ties.

	» In 2018, North Korea held a memorial at the Friendship Tower in Pyongyang attended by 
Kim Jong Un to commemorate fallen soldiers of the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army in the 
Korean War on the 65th anniversary of the armistice.33

	» In 2019, the PLA Art Delegation visited North Korea to perform in celebration of the 70th 
anniversary of the establishment of diplomatic relations.34

	» The Chinese and North Korean embassies have jointly held a Spring Festival celebration in Cuba.35

•	 North Korea has participated in the 8th, 9th, and 10th Beijing Xiangshan Defense Forums.

	» At the 8th forum in 2018, North Korean Vice-Minister of Defense Kim Hyong Rong made 
a speech addressing the progress of the peace process on the Korean peninsula and 
emphasized that North Korea had shifted its focus to economic development.36 He briefly 
met with the South Korean Vice-Minister of Defense.37

	» At the 9th forum in 2019, Vice-Minister Kim made a keynote speech on Asia-Pacific security 
risk management.38

	» Only the North Korean embassy’s defense attaches attended the 10th Forum in 2023.39

•	 China has scaled back public diplomacy to convey its dissatisfaction with the Russia-North Korea 
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership treaty, which was signed in June 2024, although there are 
signs of improvements in early 2025.

	» In the summer of 2024, Beijing took several symbolic measures to express its disagreement 
with the treaty.40

	» From September 2023 to April 2024, China repatriated over 700 North Korean escapees.41 42

Current Influence: Very Low	 Projected Influence:  Steady

D2: International Military Education and Training Programs

•	 There is no publicly available evidence that any military academy exchanges between China and 
North Korea have occurred in recent years, despite North Korea being China’s only treaty ally 
and China’s hosting of events such as the International Army Cadets Week.31

	» China has allegedly provided ad hoc public security training to North Korean officials.32

•	 China has significantly limited its bilateral military relations with North Korea in compliance 
with the sanctions regime and to avoid heightening provocations on the Korean peninsula. 
Considering the threat perception that the Russia-North Korea Comprehensive Strategic Part-
nership treaty has generated among the U.S. and its allies, China is highly unlikely to increase 
its military education and training programs with North Korea in the next three years.
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	» No high-level officials attended July 2024 events to mark the 63rd anniversary of the 1961 
Sino-North Korea treaty at the two countries’ respective embassies.43

	» In September 2024, China denied visa renewals for North Korean athletes to participate in 
China’s domestic leagues.44 However, North Korea sent figure skaters to participate in the 
2025 Asian Winter Games in Harbin, China.45

	» On 30 December 2024, North Korean state media reported that representatives from 
several Chinese companies sent floral baskets to the statues of Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il, 
suggesting some degree of business interest in North Korea.46 A North Korean tour company 
hosted Chinese businessmen and investors in March 2025, and North Korea’s Mansudae Art 
Studio sold 265 original pieces of artwork to China in the beginning of 2025.47

•	 China and North Korea share many historical experiences that can be leveraged for soft power. 
However, as in the case of defense-related diplomacy, this instrument entails high-level involvement 
in conjunction with other major geopolitical developments and crises on the Korean peninsula. 
Over the second half of 2024, such soft power activities have taken on an increasingly coercive 
nature, seemingly meant to signal China’s dissatisfaction with North Korea’s alliance with Russia. 
Therefore, China is likely to maintain its current level of soft power activities in the next three 
years, but such activities will probably become more coercive.
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•	 China and North Korea do not share any active media cooperation agreements. Interactions 
between their state media have varied depending on the political environment.

	» In 2017, Chinese state-backed news outlets and North Korean state media published 
commentaries critical of each other’s foreign policies.48

	» In June 2019, North Korea’s official newspaper, Rodong Sinmun, published Xi’s article, “Let 
us continuously engrave a new chapter of the era inheriting the friendship of China and the 
North Korea,” on the front page in preparation for his two-day state visit to North Korea.49

	» Chinese journalists from CCTV and People’s Daily returned to North Korea for the first time in 
five years in February 2025.50

•	 China and North Korea regularly conduct art, culture, and educational exchanges, many of which 
are focused on the historic ties between the CCP and WPK. These exchanges must be approved at 
high levels within the North Korean government due to the tight control of its citizens freedom 
of movement, particularly their ability to travel abroad and interact with foreign nationals.51

	» The cultural exchanges are governed by the 1953 Agreement on Economic and Cultural 
Cooperation and the 1959 Cultural Cooperation Agreement, which have been renewed 
several times over the decades and remain in effect.52

	» China’s Embassy in North Korea’s website states that 400 North Korean government-
sponsored higher education students’ study in China each year. Over 5,000 total North 
Korean students have studied in China.53

	» North Korea’s Mansudae Art Studio employs about 4,000 people, 800 to 900 of whom are 
North Korea’s most talented artists, and produces most of the Kim regime’s propaganda 
art and sculptures.54 The studio’s only overseas branch, open since May 2008, is located in 
Beijing’s 798 Art District and operates as a joint venture with Beijing Jixichang Culture.55

Current Influence: Medium		  Projected Influence:  Steady

I  -  Informational Instruments
China and North Korea do not currently collaborate extensively in the information space, primarily due to 
North Korea’s strictly controlled media and information environment. Despite the strains in China and North 
Korea’s political relations, much of their bilateral relations are conducted via organs of the CCP and WPK and 
the exchange of cultural delegations. China will likely maintain its influence via informational instruments 
in the next three years to ensure access to information within the country and dissuade North Korea from 
pursuing disruptive behavior that runs counter to China’s security interests on the Korean peninsula.

I1: Cultural and Media Outreach, Collaboration, and Alignment
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Current Influence: Very High	 Projected Influence: Decreasing

•	 There is substantial evidence that Chinese entities have provided North Korea support for its 
satellite and ballistic missile development programs.

	» North Korean engineers have received technical education organized by the Chinese Satellite 
Control Center in Hebei Province.58

	» North Korean trainees have attended several trainings and meetings at the China Meteorological 
Administration, related to remote sensing and satellite navigation and positioning capabilities.59

•	 Chinese government organizations have provided limited specialized training and conducted 
small-scale knowledge transfers of dual-use technologies since 2012.

	» There is evidence that North Korean AI and machine learning experts have collaborated with 
Chinese scholars.60

	» In October 2020, a North Korean state TV broadcast of a military parade showed camera 
drones that closely resembled those produced by Shenzhen-based DJI Mavic, the import of 
which is prohibited by UNSC Resolutions 2397 and 1718.61

•	 China has provided extensive support to build North Korea’s ICT infrastructure, particularly Hua-
wei’s development of North Korea’s 3G wireless network via Chinese state-owned Panda Group.62

	» Panda International Information Technology Co. Ltd. served as the conduit for Huawei to 
provide base stations, antennas, and other equipment to Koryolink, North Korea’s wireless 
telecommunications provider.

•	 North Korea is seeking to limit China’s cultural influence in the country following its deepening 
of ties with Russia.

	» In late May and early June 2024, the North Korean government circulated an updated list 
of prohibited “impure recordings.” These updates included several Hong Kong and Chinese 
films that were widely popular in North Korea.56 The list of prohibited media also included 
lectures that discuss China’s “Northeast Project,” which claims the ancient Goguryeo Kingdom 
was a regional government of an ethnic minority in China that contradicts Korean historical 
accounts.57

•	 Cultural collaborations are not limited by UNSC sanctions, and the two countries’ economic and 
cultural agreements have been in force without interruption for several decades. However, the 
limiting factor in this informational instrument is North Korea’s strictly controlled media and 
information environment. Additionally, North Korea has taken steps to limit China’s cultural 
and media influence in the country through the second half of 2024. Combined with the subtle 
tensions that have emerged in the bilateral relationship following North Korea’s increasing ties 
with Russia, China’s influence in this instrument is likely to decrease in the next three years.

I2: Information and Communications Technology (ICT) Support
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	» In November 2023, an anonymous Daily NK source reported that North Korea began 
importing second-hand Huawei telecommunications devices to replace base transceiver 
station equipment.63 The installation of this equipment will introduce 4G to North Korea.64

•	 North Korea began expanding its domestic cellphone production in the late 2010s, and Chinese 
original equipment manufacturers (OEM) have provided North Korea with the hardware to 
develop domestic equivalents.65

	» There are several China-North Korea joint ventures that have produced North Korea’s 
domestic devices.66

	» Several domestically produced models of North Korean cell phones have been linked to or 
bear extensive similarities to Chinese OEM handsets.67

•	 China has been the primary provider of North Korea’s global internet access, but Russia has 
increasingly expanded its share in recent years.

	» North Korea’s internet consists of four IP ranges which are connected to Chinese internet 
service providers through physical connections on the China-North Korea border.68

	» In 2017, a Russian state-owned satellite company called SatGate provided North Korea 
backup access to the global internet through an assigned range which resolves to the 
company’s location in Lebanon.69

	» In July 2024, North Korea also switched its transmission of state TV broadcasts from the 
Chinese ChinaSat12 satellite to the Russian Express 103 satellite.70

•	 China has exported  over 100,000 surveillance cameras to North Korea, where poor electricity 
supply and network connectivity have historically limited digital surveillance.

	» According to Chinese customs data, North Korea imported over 100,000 surveillance cameras 
between 2009 and 2012.71

	» Chinese state-owned Hikvision, one of the world’s largest suppliers of surveillance cameras, 
has been one of North Korea’s key suppliers for several years.72

•	 For many years, China maintained a near-total monopoly as North Korea’s sole supplier of com-
puter hardware, ICT infrastructure, and global Internet access. However, Russia has increasingly 
penetrated this market and is likely to continue doing so following the signing of the 2024 Rus-
sia-North Korea Comprehensive Strategic Partnership treaty. While China will still exert influence 
in North Korea via this instrument, its dominance is likely to decrease in the next three years.



13Very High High Medium Low Very Low Unobserved

Instruments of Chinese Military Influence in North Korea

Current Influence: Low	 Projected Influence:  Steady

I3: Cooperation in Military Intelligence and Communications

•	 Despite the several standing agreements between China and North Korea, the two countries 
have not publicly announced any cooperation in military intelligence and communications.

•	 North Korean Ministry of State Security personnel frequently operate in China’s northeastern 
provinces, but primarily for the purpose of monitoring North Koreans abroad and tracking North 
Korean escapees.

	» North Korean Ministry of State Security agents have been trained to infiltrate groups of North 
Korean escapees in China to control and report on them,73 they have targeted North Korean 
trade officials in China for ideological review,74 and they have been dispatched to cities in 
Chinese border provinces to kidnap and forcibly return North Korean escapees and South 
Korean citizens who helped them.75

•	 North Korean cyber operatives frequently operate from within China, primarily to steal cryp-
tocurrency to evade sanctions and fund the regime’s nuclear weapons development and other 
priorities.

	» According to one estimate, there were about 1,700 North Korean hackers and supporting 
agents active in China.76 There have also been several firsthand accounts,77 criminal 
charges/indictments,78 and research reports79 documenting North Korean cybercriminals’ 
collaboration with Chinese nationals.

•	 Although China’s intervention in the Korean War and the PLA’s subsequent stationing of troops 
in North Korea until 1958 would seem to provide a stronger foundation for military-to-military 
relations with North Korea, the two countries’ military relations have been limited for years. 
While it is probable that China would provide military intelligence support to North Korea, its 
involvement cannot be verified in the open source, and it would likely be crisis-oriented in the 
same manner as its defense diplomacy. China’s support of military intelligence-adjacent activ-
ities, particularly those involving business, cyber operations, and sanctions evasion, will likely 
remain steady in the next three years.
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Current Influence: Unobserved	 Projected Influence:  Unknown

M1: Formal Bilateral Military Engagements

M - Military Instruments
Although North Korea is China’s only treaty ally with a formal security commitment, the PLA and KPA do 
not conduct joint training or publicly cooperate outside of occasional ceremonial settings. The mutual de-
fense pact of the 1961 Sino-North Korea treaty will remain the cornerstone of China’s military influence in 
North Korea and a key component of China’s national security in Northeast Asia, but it is unlikely that China 
will significantly increase the use of military instruments of influence in North Korea in the next three years.

•	 There is no publicly available evidence of China and North Korea conducting any joint bilateral 
military exercises. China’s consistent policy on the Korean peninsula has been to maintain the 
status quo, and it does not favor a nuclear-armed North Korea.80

•	 China prioritizes stability on the Korean peninsula as the most important component of its 
bilateral relationship with North Korea. Accordingly, China has prepared for contingencies that 
may require it to use force to stabilize its border regions.

	» In 2015, the PLA stationed troops in the border area near the Tumen River to crack down on 
North Korean defectors, who are a major point of concern in the event of a contingency on 
the Korean peninsula.81

	» In August 2015, the PLA deployed a mechanized brigade in the Yanbian Korean Autonomous 
Prefecture, which borders North Korea.82

•	 North Korea has advocated for increased military exchanges with both China and Russia in 
recent years, likely due to the shift in its threat perception initiated by the U.S.-Japan-South 
Korea trilateral security cooperation.

	» On the 95th anniversary of the PLA’s founding, then-KPA Minister of Defense Ri Yong Gil stated 
to PLA Minister of Defense Wei Fenghe that “the KPA would closely wage strategic and tactical 
coordinated operations with the Chinese PLA in order to jointly guard peace and stability in 
the Korean peninsula and the rest of the world.” However, analysts note that the Korean term 
used for coordinated operations (협동작전) is distinct from the term that North Korean state 
media generally uses to refer to joint military exercises.83

•	 China prioritizes the status quo in its approach to security on the Korean peninsula, and the 
2024 Russia-North Korea Comprehensive Strategic Partnership treaty signed during the “Year 
of China-North Korea Friendship” has likely been interpreted as a slight to China’s foreign policy 
toward North Korea. This Russia-North Korea alliance could alter the geopolitical balance in 
Northeast Asia by introducing the possibility of direct Russian military intervention on the Korean 
Peninsula, and China will likely attempt to maintain the status quo by limiting its bilateral 
military engagements with North Korea.
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Current Influence: Unobserved	 Projected Influence:  Unknown

M2: Shared Informal/Multilateral Military Engagements

•	 There have been no public multilateral military engagements involving China and North Korea 
since 2012. In 2017-2018, China and Russia held a few joint military exercises that were assumed 
to be focused on responding to U.S.-led military operations on the Korean peninsula. North Korea 
may have sent officials to observe these exercises.

•	 Russia reportedly proposed trilateral military drills with China and North Korea directly to Kim 
in July 2023, followed by a series of ministerial-level visits in the following year.

	» Seoul’s National Intelligence Service (NIS) shared an assessment in September 2023 that 
then-Russian Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu likely proposed trilateral military drills with 
China and North Korea during his visit to Pyongyang in July 2023.84

	» China provided a muted response to this proposal as Chinese Foreign Ministry Spokesman 
Mao Ning said at a press briefing that she did not have any information regarding the 
proposed naval drill with Russia and North Korea.85

•	 China’s lack of a substantive response to the 2024 Russia-North Korea Comprehensive Strategic 
Partnership treaty indicates that it is unlikely to approve or participate in any multilateral military 
engagements with North Korea in the next three years, pending a substantial increase in the U.S.-
Japan-South Korea trilateral security cooperation that China would consider as destabilizing.

Current Influence: Very High	 Projected Influence:  Steady

M3: Defense/Security Pacts and Agreements

•	 North Korea is China’s only treaty ally with a formal security commitment, and the 1961 Sino-North 
Korea treaty includes a mutual defense pact.86

	» Article II provides for mutual defense by stating that in the event of an “armed attack by any 
state or several states jointly and thus being involved in a state of war, the other Contracting 
Party shall immediately render military and other assistance by all means at its disposal.” 
In 2017, China’s foreign-facing state media, Global Times, published an article stating that 
China would stay neutral in a Korean peninsula conflict if North Korea initiated hostilities.87

	» Article III states, “Neither Contracting Party shall conclude any alliance directed against the 
other Contracting Party or take part in any bloc or in any action or measure directed against 
the other Contracting Party.”

	» China and North Korea reaffirmed their treaty in 1981, 2001, and 2021, despite debate among 
Chinese scholars whether North Korea breached the treaty when it declared itself a nuclear 
power without consulting Beijing.88

•	 China and North Korea signed the “Mutual Cooperation Protocol for the Work of Maintaining 
National Security and Social Order in the Border Areas” in 1986.89

	» This agreement provides for cooperation in protecting national and residential property 
in the border areas, cooperation in border area patrols, border passage security, and the 
prevention of illegal border crossings and the handling of criminals.90
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Defense of the People’s Republic of China and the Ministry of People’s Armed Forces of the Dem-
ocratic People’s Republic of Korea” in 2004 to enhance cooperation and management of the two 
countries’ shared border.91

	» This agreement transferred the border defense mission to the PLA Border Defense Force.92 It 
was last amended in 2011 and provides for joint patrols and other coordinated actions in the 
border areas to prevent illegal border crossings and other unlawful activities, information 
sharing to facilitate timely communication of border security information and strengthened 
border management by both sides.93

•	 Since 2000, North Korea has participated in the ASEAN Regional Forum along with China, Russia, 
and the United States. The ARF’s objective is “to foster constructive dialogue and consultation on 
political and security issues of common interest and concern; and to make significant contributions 
to efforts towards confidence-building and preventive diplomacy in the Asia-Pacific region.”94

	» Since Thailand led the effort to invite North Korea to the ARF in 2000, North Korea has 
participated in most of the 22 ARF meetings held since. However, North Korea has not 
sent its foreign minister to attend the forum since 2019, instead sending its Ambassador to 
Indonesia, An Kwang Il.95

•	 China and North Korea share an array of treaties and agreements stipulating mutual defense 
and border security cooperation that remain in force. However, the rapid developments in North 
Korea’s national security strategy, primarily the abandonment of its reunification policy and the 
signing of the 2024 Russia-North Korea Comprehensive Strategic Partnership treaty, suggest 
that China’s and North Korea’s interpretations of security cooperation have moved in different 
directions. Therefore, China will seek to secure its influence in North Korea via its existing 
agreements, amending as necessary, but is unlikely to sign new ones in the next three years.
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Current Influence: Very Low	 Projected Influence:  Steady

E1: Arms Transfers

E -  Economic Instruments
China exercises near-total dominance of North Korea’s trade, resulting in the North Korean economy’s 
dependence on China as its primary benefactor. The 2024 Russia-North Korea Comprehensive Strategic 
Partnership treaty will likely increase Russia’s share in North Korea’s trade, and its stated purpose of 
eroding the North Korean sanctions regime along with Russia’s veto of the UN Panel of Experts enables 
China to pursue a broader array of economic activities with reduced sanctions enforcement. Despite the 
emergence of political tensions in the bilateral relationship, China is highly likely to increase its low-level 
economic activities in North Korea, particularly among subnational entities, in the next three years.

•	 Since 2012, China has conducted small-scale transfers of military equipment to and from North 
Korea, including serving as a transshipment point, despite its public statements of compliance 
with the sanctions.

	» Following an April 2012 North Korean military parade, Chinese bloggers identified the 
North Korean transporter-erector-launchers on display as Chinese-made. Chinese officials 
confirmed to the UN Panel of Experts that the Wanshan Special Vehicle Company had 
exported six chassis to North Korea in 2011, and they claimed Pyongyang had cited the 
reason for purchase as logging.96

	» In May 2022, Chinese-flagged vessels conducted three shipments of 10 cargo-sized vehicles 
to North Korea. North Korea received illicit transfers of Chinese WS51200 that were adapted 
as transporter erector launcher (TEL) vehicles.97

•	 Although small-scale arms and dual-use technology have occurred, there is no publicly available 
evidence that such transfers occurred under the direct guidance of the Chinese central govern-
ment. Instead, intermediaries and subnational entities have conducted most activities. Given 
the geopolitical impact of the Russia-North Korea alignment in 2024, it is unlikely China will 
increase arms transfers in the next three years to avoid escalating regional tensions.

Current Influence: Low	 Projected Influence:  Steady

E2: Technology-Sharing and Joint Production Agreements

•	 There is no publicly available evidence that China and North Korea have any active technolo-
gy-sharing or joint production agreements pertaining to military equipment. However, there 
are several instances of Chinese-made equipment on display in North Korean state media and 
at trade fairs in the country.

	» In May 2024, Kim visited the former inter-Korean Pyeonghwa Motors manufacturing plant, 
which has been converted into a munitions factory. Experts identified robot arms as made by 
the Chinese firm Borunte.98

	» Korean Central News Agency published photos of Kim Jong Un’s visit to a weapons factory in 
North Korea’s Jagang Province in July 2024 that showed several Chinese-made computers 
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Current Influence: Very High	 Projected Influence:  Increasing

E3: Trade and Cooperation in Strategic Commodities/Sectors

•	 China is North Korea’s largest trade benefactor, with North Korea’s imports from China totaling 
$3.25 billion and its exports totaling $1.59 billion in 2022.104 While these totals represent an 
increase in trade since 2021 during the COVID-19 pandemic, North Korea’s imports from China 
totaled $2.6 billion in 2019.105

	» Trade with China accounts for over 90 to 95 percent of North Korea’s total trade and equaled 
$684.6 million in the first four months of 2023.106

	» China-North Korea trade is based on a one-way dependency in which North Korea provides 
China critical minerals in exchange for necessities.107

	» There are indicators that China-North Korea trade and commercial activities increased in 
2024, with reports that working-level discussions on a loan agreement for China to provide 
raw materials and food to North Korea have been held.108 North Korea has also been 
encouraging Chinese businesspeople to resume business activities in North Korea as part of 
its “20x10 regional development policy.”109

•	 While China-North Korea trade spans several sectors, there is substantial evidence that North 
Korea depends on China’s provision of strategic materials and its consumption of energy.

	» China and North Korea jointly operate four hydroelectric power plants on the Yalu River, 
which account for around 17 percent of North Korea’s total electricity production in 2013.110

	» North Korea’s illicit maritime transfers enable North Korea to obtain refined petroleum 
products in excess of seven times the permissible amount under UNSC Resolution 2397.111

numerically controlled (CNC) machines, and a printed circuit board (PCB) quality control 
machine.99

•	 China and North Korea have consistently exchanged delegations pertaining to science, technol-
ogy, and the economy despite the developments in their political tensions and the geopolitical 
situation, although public announcements on the official website of the Chinese Embassy in 
North Korea ceased in 2016.

	» North Korean delegations focused on science and technology research visited their Chinese 
counterparts in April 2015,100 May-June 2015,101 September 2015,102 and June-July 2016.103

•	 In addition to these instances of Chinese machinery and equipment appearing in North Korea, China 
also has consistently provided training to North Korean engineers on satellite technologies under 
the guise of meteorological operations as previously mentioned under Information and Commu-
nications Technology Support (I2). Recent activity by Chinese businessmen and investors in North 
Korea indicate that Chinese companies will likely expand their business in North Korea over the next 
three years, but such cooperation will likely remain at the subnational level rather than translate 
into official technology-sharing and joint production agreements between national governments.



19Very High High Medium Low Very Low Unobserved

Instruments of Chinese Military Influence in North Korea

	» In late 2019, China and North Korea reportedly discussed a deal to grant mining rights in 
North Korea to Chinese companies in exchange for China’s $2.5 billion investment in a solar 
plant to provide 2.5 million kilowatts per day.112

	» In 2021, an unnamed member state of the UN Panel of Experts identified a representative 
from the North Korean company Korea Machinery General Trading who arranged multiple 
orders of specialized industrial materials, including 78 tons of 1Cr18Ni9Ti austenite steel, 
a superalloy used in liquid-propelled missile engines and nuclear weapons casing that is 
uniquely made in China.113

•	 China has played a key facilitating role in North Korea’s sanctions evasion since key UNSC sanctions 
on North Korea’s nuclear and ICBM testing were implemented in 2006 and 2017.

	» There are hundreds of instances of China and North Korea conducting ship-to-ship transfers, 
which is banned by UNSC Resolution 2375.114 In December 2020, Deputy Assistant Secretary 
for North Korea in the U.S. Department of State’s Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs, Alex 
Wong, stated that the United States had observed 555 instances of Chinese ships carrying 
coal and other prohibited goods to North Korea in that year alone.115

	» In July 2023, a letter was signed by the G7 members, Australia, New Zealand, South Korea, 
and the EU, urging China to stop enabling North Korea’s sanctions evasion through ship-to-
ship transfers in China’s territorial waters. They revealed satellite images confirming Chinese 
vessels conducted such operations in 2022-23.116

•	 North Korea has created several special economic zones (SEZs) along its border with China to 
varying degrees of success, the most important of which is the Rason SEZ due to its geographic 
position at the mouth of the Tumen River.

	» The Rason SEZ was established in 1991 near North Korea’s borders with China and Russia. It 
offers an ice-free port that can connect China’s northeastern provinces.117

	» There are several other economic zones along the China-North Korea border.118 Despite 
a long-term lack of progress on certain zones, North Korea continues to prioritize these 
efforts, with satellite imagery showing a resumption of Chinese-led construction early in the 
COVID-19 pandemic.119
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•	 China has expressed interest in negotiating an agreement with Russia and North Korea to provide 
Chinese vessels navigation access to the Tumen River.120

	» A joint statement revealed Xi and Russian President Vladimir Putin discussed opening a 
“constructive dialogue” with North Korea about the waterway.121

	» The low riverbed and vertical clearance of the Korea-Russia Friendship Bridge built in the 
1950s prevent large Chinese vessels from accessing the Sea of Japan via the river, instead 
forcing them to sail around the Korean peninsula.122

•	 China has been North Korea’s most important trading partner, and China continues to account 
for over 95 percent of North Korea’s total trade. As China and Russia cooperate to erode the North 
Korea sanctions regime, China is highly likely to increase its trade with and foreign investment 
in North Korea over the next three years. A crucial indicator of China’s stance towards future 
cooperation with North Korea will be whether it officially includes North Korea as a Belt and 
Road Initiative member state in the future.
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direct agreements at the central government level, 
could continue to increase (E2). Similarly, soft power 
activities are expected to increase with a coercive 
character, as Beijing seeks to counterbalance Russia’s 
expanding influence in North Korea while ensuring 
Pyongyang remains aligned with Chinese interests 
on the Korean Peninsula (D3).

CONCLUSIONS

China’s current M-DIME influence in North Korea 
is assessed as Medium. China relies on all four types 
of instruments to gain military influence in North 
Korea. Until recently it has maintained a relatively 
outsized influence in all four instruments compared 
to other countries. The 1961 Sino-North Korea Treaty 
of Friendship, Cooperation, and Mutual Assistance 
remains the foundation of their security relationship, 
underscoring China’s commitment to North Korea’s 
stability while serving as a strategic buffer against 
U.S. and allied military presence in the region (M3). 
However, China exerts its most significant leverage 
through economic means, particularly its near-total 
dominance over North Korea’s trade, including stra-
tegic commodities and sectors (E3). This economic 
dependency enables Beijing to shape Pyongyang’s 
decisionmaking without resorting to overt military 
support. Additionally, China’s provision of critical ICT 
infrastructure and technology has made North Korea 
reliant on Chinese networking and communications 
systems, further embedding China’s influence within 
North Korea’s security and governance structures (I2). 
Despite these entrenched forms of influence, China’s 
ability to shape North Korea’s military decisionmaking 
remains constrained by deep-seated historical tensions 
and Pyongyang’s pursuit of strategic autonomy.

China’s projected M-DIME influence in North Korea 
is assessed as Steady. China primarily employs 
economic tools for influence over North Korea and 
is expected to increase the use of some instruments 
while keeping most at current levels. Beijing remains 
Pyongyang’s dominant trade partner and primary 
source of strategic commodities, particularly in energy 
and critical minerals (E3). The erosion of UN sanctions 
enforcement, facilitated by China and Russia, will likely 
enable greater economic cooperation through both 
official and unofficial channels. Technology-sharing 
and joint production agreements are projected to 
remain steady. However, cooperation in this area 
through subnational organizations, rather than 
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