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I. Introduction 

International peace and security are two central concepts of the United Nations (UN). In order to 

establish and maintain peace, global cooperation is necessary. Cooperation is only possible when each 

member state trusts one another and does not feel threatened militarily or economically by each other. 

However, this trust cannot be built in one day, just by words. Therefore, there are treaties and resolutions 

offered by the UN. Each member state is called upon to follow them to maintain and restore international 

peace and security. The unit in the UN which is responsible for these affairs is the Security Council. 

In some extreme cases, the Security Council has to force sanctions on certain actors. These 

sanctions are formed according to their goals. They can be comprehensive economic and trade sanctions, 

or more specific embargoes on arms, travel bans, and financial or commodity restriction. The aim of 

sanctions is peacekeeping, peace-building, and peacemaking by promoting peaceful transitions, 

non-proliferation, protecting human rights, and constraining terrorism (“Sanctions Security Council”). 

The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea -also known as North Korea, hereafter DPRK- has 

always been a problematic actor, even after becoming a Member State in 1991. DPRK has violated 

international agreements several times and has been a threat to international peace and security as it 

conducts missile and nuclear tests. Therefore, the Security Council forced severe sanctions on DPRK. 

However, China, a neighbor of DPRK, keeps violating these sanctions, and because of this, DPRK cannot 

be economically isolated enough to be affected by the sanctions of the UN. Consequently, it repeats its 

dangerous tests and refuses non-proliferation. 

III. Involved Countries and Organizations 

Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 

The popular belief about DPRK is that it is a very closed country and that there is no trade of 

economical goods or information. However, this is not the real case. Lee reports that it “has diplomatic and 

trade relationships with many third world and past communist countries” (p.35). According to the estimates 

of The Bank of Korea in 2010, DPRK’s GDP was almost 24 billion and the biggest contributions of the 
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economy were agriculture and fisheries, mining, manufacturing, and service. It follows a centrally planned 

economic model and” the communist party dictates production activities and allocates labor directly” (Lee 

35). 

As DPRK has an authoritarian regime and is developing nuclear weapons, the United States 

Department of Treasury has enforced sanctions on this country, especially restrictions in financial 

transactions and trade, since the 1950s. However, during the 1990s, the liberal government of South Korea 

pushed for engagement policies with its northern neighbor. Also, the Clinton administration of the United 

States (US) signed the Agreed Framework with DPRK in 1994. As a result of these actions, DPRK agreed 

to replace its nuclear reactor with a light-water reactor, and sanctions were eased. Later in 2002, the DPRK 

government admitted enriching uranium and reactivating the nuclear reactor. Since then, additional 

sanctions and UN Security Council Resolutions have been imposed on DPRK (Lee, 35-36). The details can 

be found in the Important Events and Chronology section below.  

China 

Research proves that China engages in economic activity with DPRK. Trade rates between the two 

countries have been increasing since 2004 when the sanctions were tightened (Lee 38). According to a 

survey conducted among 303 Chinese enterprises in 2007, 82 percent of the firms were engaged in trade 

or investment with DPRK. As reported in the survey, the majority of traded goods were construction 

material, clothing, grain and edible oils, chemicals and electrical equipment, metal, and metal products. The 

problem is that, neither in China nor in North Korea, there are well-established and accountable institutions 

to control the content of the trade, so it is not possible to know whether any sanctioned goods were 

exchanged (Haggard).   

The United States of America (USA) 

As one of the largest economies in the world, the United States of America is an influential 

stakeholder. Although the relations between the US and the UN changed during Trump’s administration, 

the States are still a member and a powerful ally in the struggle to establish and maintain international 

peace and security (Whineray).  

The US reported to the UN about the violation of the issued sanctions several times. In recent years, 

President Trump kept reminding that China had to cooperate in enforcing the sanctions on DPRK. Lately, 

he even accused China of supporting DPRK’s nuclear proliferation (Lind). 

Republic of Korea (South Korea) 

The two Koreas have a very problematic history. Despite DPRK’s several military attacks in the past, 

South Korea engaged in economic and diplomatic activities with it. Two states even invested in a 

manufacturing park together, before the UN sanctions. However, on the official records, it seems that South 
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Korea enforces sanctions on the DPRK and does not engage in any banned economic activity (Lee 38). 

Still, Lee’s research results indicate trading at least on the border cities. 

The Russian Federation 

The Russian Federation has been previously accused by the UN Security Council US Ambassador 

Nikki Haley of reportedly “cheating” on the UN sanctions on Korea. Russia was accused of illegally helping 

Korea obtain fuel through transfers at sea. It was stated by the Security Council US ambassador that 

“Russia must cease its violations of North Korea sanctions. It must end its concerted effort to cover up 

evidence of sanctions violations,”. 

III. Focused Overview of the Issue 

As it is stated in the Introduction, international peace and security are two central concepts of the 

United Nations. In order to promote cooperation, establish and maintain peace and security, the UN 

Security Council may enforce various sanctions under Chapter VII of the United Nations Charter; “Sanctions 

measures, under Article 41, encompass a broad range of enforcement options that do not involve the use 

of armed force”. The Council has established 30 sanction regimes since 1966, and today only 14 of them 

are ongoing, including DPRK’s. All of them “focus on supporting political settlement of conflicts, nuclear 

non-proliferation, and counter-terrorism” (“Sanctions Security Council”).  

1. UN Security Council Sanctions on Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 

The Security Council enforces 

sanctions on the DPRK as it refuses 

non-proliferation, threatens 

international security, and violates 

human rights by conducting missile 

and nuclear tests. Sanctions are not 

new to DPRK. Table 1 summarizes 

the important events in the history of 

relations among the US, South 

Korea, UN, Japan, China, and the 

DPRK that led to the sanctions. 

       Table 1: The chronology of events and the content of sanctions on DPRK (Lee 36). 
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As it is shown in Table 1, DPRK has violated international agreements several times and has been a 

threat to international peace and security as it conducts missile and nuclear tests. Sanctions are the only 

peaceful tool the UN has in order to establish international security and peace. However, as the Security 

Council’s resolutions imposing sanctions are only suggestive and based on voluntary cooperation, sanction 

violations cannot be prevented (Lee).  

The main aim of these sanctions is to force the state to cooperate for international peace and 

security by economically and militarily isolating it. Thus, special sanctions are designed to prevent DPRK 

from obtaining certain goods that can be used in building nuclear, chemical, or biological weapons such as 

causing the spread of severe viruses: the plague, ricin, etc. Also, UN member states have been repeatedly 

called upon to stop engaging in economic activities with DPRK. However, interestingly, when sanctions 

were imposed on DPRK, its economic activity with its neighbors increased rapidly. 

2. Violations of Sanctions by China 

Lee’s research shows that UN sanctions do not prevent China and South Korea from trading goods 

and services with North Korea. In fact, whenever the sanctions have been intensified, the economic activity 

between those countries, especially between China and DPRK, has increased too. Lee examined the 

satellite records on nighttime light data over the region. According to the records “the share of lit pixels is 

highest in 2012, when the intensity of the sanctions was highest” (Lee 38). The most lit areas are around 

China and South Korea borders, mining areas, manufacturing cities, industrial regions, and ports. This 

observation indicates that when North Korea’s trade options were limited due to the sanctions, the 

investments on extracting the country’s own resources raised, manufacturing fastened, and trading activities 

among the neighbors increased. However, while these activities are centered around the two major cities, 

Shanghai and Beijing, and certain regions where the political and economic elite reside, the rest of the 

country was isolated even more than before. For example, the nighttime light records around Kaesong 

Industrial Park became smaller. This park was established as a joint effort by DPRK and South Korea. Here, 

small and medium manufacturing firms of South Korea were using DPRK labor and paying the wages 

directly to the government. Thus, the inequality in the distribution of wealth in North Korea has deepened 

(Lee). 

Another interesting research indicates similar results with Lee’s. As seen in Graph 1 below, trading 

activity between China and DPRK has accelerated especially after 2004. This graph shows the results of a 

survey conducted among 303 Chinese enterprises in 2007 (Haggard). 250 (82 percent) of these firms were 

engaged in trade or investment with DPRK. The largest group was pure exporters, most of the enterprises 

are small and private. However, there were a dozen large state-owned enterprises, too (Haggard 132). 

According to the testimony of the enterprises, the majority of traded goods were construction material, 

clothing, grain and edible oils, chemicals and electrical equipment, metal, and metal products. The problem 
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is that, neither in China nor in North Korea, there are well-established and accountable institutions to control 

the content of the trade, so it is not possible to know whether any sanctioned goods were exchanged 

(Haggard). 

Graph 1: China-DPRK trade tends (Haggard 131) 

 

                        Figure 1: Composition of 250 enterprises engaging economic activity with DPRK (Haggard 133) 

 

3. The United States’ Stance towards Violations 

Another valuable point is that although Table 1 points out that in 2013 China changed its position 

towards DPRK, the US government is not convinced that China really imposes sanctions on DPRK. In fact, 

President Trump even accused China to help DPRK obtain materials to build nuclear weapons (Lind). The US 

Department of Treasury keeps releasing guidelines to detect illicit shipping activities of DPRK (links can be 

found in the “Useful Links” section). 
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Meanwhile, China claims that DPRK refuses to give up its nuclear weapons because of the US’ 

constant threats. It is China’s point of view that the DPRK’s continuation of the use of nuclear weapons under 

such threats causes tensions to intensify. Hence it is also suggested that this might be one of the main 

reasons why UNSC sanctions are constantly tried to be violated (Lind). 

IV. Key Vocabulary 

Sanctions: Measures taken by a state to coerce another to conform to an international agreement or norms 

of conduct, typically in the form of restrictions on trade or official sporting participation (“Sanctions” Lexico). 

Illicit shipping: Deceptive practices that are done to evade sanctions, such as disabling or manipulating the 

Automatic Identification System (AIS) on vessels, physically altering vessel identification by painting over 

vessel names and IMO numbers, falsifying cargo and vessel documents, etc.  

V. Important Events & Chronology 

 Here, the important events which are not shown in Table 1 are listed (Lee). 
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Date  Event 

1991  The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
became a member of the UN 

1994  DPRK agreed to replace its nuclear reactor with 
light water reactors & ease of trade, finance, and 
travel sanctions 

2002  DPRK admitted that it was enriching uranium and 
reactivated its nuclear reactor 

2004  DPRK officially withdrew from the Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty and countries started to 
reinstate various sanctions 

2006  DPRK tested nuclear weapons 

2006  UNSC adopted a resolution imposing sanctions on 
DPRK 

2006  Australia has imposed autonomous sanctions in 
relation to the DPRK, which complement the UNSC 
sanctions. 



 
 

VI. Past Resolutions and Treaties 

- Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT)  

This treaty aims to prevent the spread of nuclear weapons and weapons technology, to promote 

cooperation in the peaceful uses of nuclear energy, and to further the goal of achieving nuclear disarmament 

and general and complete disarmament. 

- Resolution 1718 (2006)  

This resolution imposes sanctions on the DPRK and defines the sanction measures. 

- Resolution 1874 (2009)  

This resolution’s topic is the non-proliferation of the DPRK. It demands that the DPRK immediately 

retract its announcement of withdrawal from the NPT, and calls upon all Member States to implement their 

obligations pursuant to resolution 1718 (2006).  

- Resolution 2087 (2013)  

This resolution condemns the DPRK’s launch of 12 December 2012, which used ballistic missile 

technology. It expands measures related to Member States’ rights to seize and destroy material suspected 

of being connected to the DPRK’s weapons development or research; expands measures imposed on 

persons suspected of involvement with the DPRK’s nuclear program. Also, it clarifies the methods of material 

disposal. 
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2009  The U.N. The Security Council unanimously 
adopted Resolution 1874, which established 
additional sanctions, and in addition, established a 
seven-member Panel of Experts to assist the U.N. 
committee on coordinating sanction 
implementations against the DPRK.   

2012  The U.N. Security Council unanimously adopted 
Resolution 2087 

2013  The U.N. The Security Council unanimously 
adopted Resolution 2094, which declared the 
February 2013 nuclear test and the expansion of 
sanctions. 

2016  The U.N. The Security Council unanimously 
adopted Resolution 2270, which declared the 
January&February 2016 nuclear test. 

https://www.un.org/disarmament/wmd/nuclear/npt/
https://www.un.org/securitycouncil/sanctions/1718
http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/doc/1874
http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/doc/1874
http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/doc/2087


 
 

- Resolution 2094 (2013)  

This resolution imposes targeted financial sanctions; expands the prohibited items list concerning 

nuclear, ballistic missile, and other Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) related items, and provides a 

non-exhaustive list of prohibited luxury goods.  

- Resolution 2270 (2016)  

This resolution forces new cargo inspection and maritime procedures, including mandatory 

inspection of cargo destined to and originating from the DPRK.  

- Resolution 2321 (2016)  

This resolution extends the arms embargo to items included in a new list of conventional dual-use 

weapons. It extends cargo inspection by clarifying that certain personal or checked luggage of people 

entering or leaving the DPRK constitutes "cargo" subject to inspection and noting that cargo transported by 

rail and road is also subject to inspection. 

- Resolution 2356 (2017)  

This resolution expands the demand for non-proliferation to chemical and biological weapons, as 

well as nuclear ones. It provides a list of individuals from DPRK with travel bans, and a list of entities with 

asset freezes.  

- Resolution 2371 (2017)  

This resolution reveals that over half of the people in the DPRK suffer from major insecurities in food 

and medical care, and nearly a quarter of its total population suffers from chronic malnutrition. It emphasizes 

the necessity of the DPRK respecting and ensuring the welfare and inherent dignity of people in the DPRK 

(“Security Council Toughens”). 

- Resolution 2375 (2017)  

This resolution imposes new sanctions on DPRK including bans on natural gas sales, and on its textile 

exports. It also prohibits Member States from providing work authorizations to DPRK’s nationals (“Security 

Council Imposes”).  

- Resolution 2397 (2017)  

This resolution announces 16 new individuals with travel bans and expands the asset freeze to the 

Ministry of People’s Armed Forces (“Security Council Tightens”).  
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https://www.undocs.org/S/RES/2094%20(2013)
https://www.undocs.org/S/RES/2094%2520(2013)
https://www.undocs.org/S/RES/2270(2016)
https://www.undocs.org/S/RES/2270(2016)
http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/2321
http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/doc/2356
http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/doc/2371
http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/2375
http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/2375
https://www.un.org/undpa/en/speeches-statements/22122017/resolution2397%282017%29
https://www.un.org/undpa/en/speeches-statements/22122017/resolution2397%25282017%2529


 
 

VII. Failed Solution Attempts 

All these resolutions above are failed solution attempts. The main reason is that the sanctions are 

suggestive and voluntary. Hence, since no serious consequences are imposed for the violation of these 

sanctions, it can be suggested that these sanctions are not properly imposed. As Lee also stated “there was 

no concrete mechanism to enforce the sanctions. Given the lack of credible enforcement, there likely was 

little incentive for reporting countries to intentionally and systematically change their trade statistics with North 

Korea” (38).  

Also, it is strongly recommended that delegates check whether Resolution 2375 violates any human 

rights, as it prohibits Member States from providing work authorizations to DPRK’s nationals.   

VIII. Possible Solutions 

In order to prevent sanction violations, the resolutions must be binding and obligatory, instead of 

suggestive and voluntary. This would therefore reinforce these sanctions and prevent any sort of violation of 

them since all members would be obligated to follow them. Any member who does not follow should be 

treated accordingly unless there is an extreme case in the usage of nuclear weapons which would have to be 

in the United Nations Security Council before taking any action. However, these treatments still must not 

involve military action as the main purpose is to establish international peace and security. Also, if any penalty 

will be given to a violating member, it cannot be a treatment that violates human rights. For example, losing 

certain privileges of being a UN member could be an appropriate measurement, however, alterations would 

have to be made on “the UN's immunity” which is based on the Charter of the UN: Article 105(1). This article 

states that any Member State representatives can enjoy the “functional immunity” as defined in the article. All 

member states must establish institutions that are responsible for controlling the trade of certain materials. 

These institutions must be regulated by binding international treaties and must be controlled by independent, 

international councils.  

IX. Useful Links 

- A detailed document about deceptive shipping practices obtained by DPRK, with concerns, advice, 

and measurement of the US. Its title is “Sanctions Risks Related to North Korea’s Shipping 

Practices”: 

https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/sanctions/OFAC-Enforcement/Documents/dprk_vessel_ad

visory_02232018.pdf 
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https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/sanctions/OFAC-Enforcement/Documents/dprk_vessel_advisory_02232018.pdf
https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/sanctions/OFAC-Enforcement/Documents/dprk_vessel_advisory_02232018.pdf


 
 

- Here delegates may find the list of the Australian government’s sanctions on DPRK: 

www.dfat.gov.au/international-relations/security/sanctions/sanctions-regimes/north-korea/Pages/defa

ult. 
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http://www.dfat.gov.au/international-relations/security/sanctions/sanctions-regimes/north-korea/Pages/default
http://www.dfat.gov.au/international-relations/security/sanctions/sanctions-regimes/north-korea/Pages/default
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