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Introduction

Sleek, black limousines symbols of power and wealth began transporting North 
Korean leader Kim Jong- un to meetings with foreign heads of state in Northeast 
Asia and around Pyongyang beginning in the late 2010s. However, these armored 
vehicles, marketed to global heads of state, should not be allowed within the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK). In 2006, the United Nations 
enacted Security Council Resolution 1718, banning the import of luxury goods to 
the DPRK.1 The first sighting of luxury vehicles occurred in the aftermath of US 
secretary of state Mike Pompeo’s visit to Pyongyang in October 2018. As news 
agencies discussed the implications of a proposed summit between the United 
States and the DPRK, a photograph of Kim Jong- un’s arrival provided a clue to a 
monumental problem: the unmistakable Rolls- Royce emblem embellishing a 
partially obscured wheel on a dark sedan in the background.2 The DPRK has a 
track record of circumventing sanctions, yet the appearance of a vehicle valued 
upward of $1.6 million raised alarm for a different reason.3 As Hugh Griffiths, 
former coordinator of the UN Panel of Experts on North Korea, explained: “If 
you can smuggle luxury limos into North Korea, which is done by shipping con-
tainer, that means you can smuggle in smaller components dual- use items for 
ballistic and nuclear programs. That’s the really worrying thing.”4

International sanctions have not affected the DPRK’s ability to fund and de-
velop nuclear technology, which continues unabated. Kim Jong- un presides over 
a sophisticated global network that engages in diverse illicit activities that miti-
gate economic losses from trade bans. The United States must accept a funda-
mental reality: the policy of forcing the Kim regime to relinquish its nuclear 
weapons program in exchange for sanctions relief is untenable. It is no closer to 
achieving results than it was in 2010, even while the DPRK produces long- range 
missiles and plans to develop tactical nuclear warheads. The failure of trade sanc-
tions exhibits the need for a new strategy to deal with the DPRK and its nuclear 
arsenal. Therefore, the United States should use multilateral talks to negotiate 
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incremental deals that produce tangible results and build trust. Put simply, an 
enforceable security guarantee, achieved through mutual peace declarations, will 
help normalize the DPRK’s international relations so that it can undergo eco-
nomic reform and emerge as a legitimate global partner. Such measures are more 
likely to attain results that all partners can agree on and could, at a minimum, 
result in a moratorium on future nuclear production and development. Only then 
can talks of the DPRK’s complete denuclearization be possible.

The Failure of Sanctions to Counter Weapons of Mass Destruction

The United Nations and partner countries have levied a series of sanctions 
against the DPRK since the mid-2000s to pressure the Kim regime into negotiat-
ing terms for the dismantlement of its nuclear weapons program. It imposed 
sanctions after the DPRK’s missile and nuclear tests in 2006, 2009, 2013, 2016, 
and 2017 that initially banned materials related to weapons of mass destruction 
(WMD) but expanded to trade bans on crude oil, seafood, luxury items, textiles, 
and coal. Further sanctions were enacted against individuals connected to the 
WMD program, banking transactions, and other institutions involved in weapons 
procurement.5 The economic conditions in the DPRK have degraded significantly 
since, leading to irregularities in currency exchange rates, drastic increases in veg-
etable prices (particularly cabbage),6 empty grocery- store shelves, and the rise of 
smuggling across the Chinese border. However, these conditions have not dis-
couraged Kim from advancing his nuclear weapons program or forced him to 
reach out to the United States and the Republic of Korea (ROK) to negotiate 
terms. Even while the DPRK’s population was asked to “tighten their belts,”7 new 
weapons rolled across parade routes through Pyongyang to Kim Il- sung Square. 
These sanction failures are complex and due to various reasons, including illicit 
trade, cross- border smuggling, and even regime type. The following sections ex-
plain how Kim Jong- un evades sanctions and continues to fund his nuclear pro-
gram.

Sanctions Are Ineffective Against Authoritarian Regimes

COVID-19 lockdown measures, loss of foreign tourism, and the closure of the 
border with China have compounded the effects of sanctions, yet Kim stands firm 
in his byungjin policy. Byungjin—the simultaneous advancement of the nuclear pro-
gram and the economy—is at the forefront of the DPRK’s political ideology and firmly 
drives nuclear policy. Therefore, a quid pro quo or a freeze- for- freeze model is 
necessary for sanctions to work, with trade ban effects used as a bargaining chip. 
In their book Hard Target: Sanction, Inducements, and the Case of North Korea, 
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Stephan Haggard and Marcus Noland explain that sanctions can work “via direct 
economic costs on the leaders of the state” such as the freezing of personal assets or 
via “indirect political costs that affect the welfare of the constituent group” such as 
embargoes on foodstuffs (emphasis in original).8 In theory, the steep costs will 
induce leaders to cooperate with the international community. However, sanc-
tions levied historically against different governments have enjoyed varying de-
grees of success, with regime types playing a significant role. For example, in the 
early 1990s, Iraq was subjected to some of the most devastating sanctions at the 
time, yet its authoritarian leader, Saddam Hussein, made few efforts to lift them. 
Conversely, as Risa Brooks explains, “the porous sanctions imposed on democratic 
South Africa cost the state relatively little, the equivalent of 1–3 percentage points 
of growth a year,” but played a significant role in ending apartheid.9 Her conclu-
sion, which Haggard and Nolan echo, is that an authoritarian regime such as the 
DPRK is the most difficult to sanction successfully, vulnerable only under par-
ticular circumstances.

An authoritarian regime can impose the cost of sanctions directly on its own 
populations, repress them, and invoke forced labor. Further, the DPRK continues 
to adhere to a centrally planned command economy in which the state sets the 
conditions for the investment, procurement, and production of capital goods. The 
tight control that the Kim regime exerts over the economy allows it to tap into the 
“revenue streams from the markets and entrepreneurial sectors” to supplement 
state income.10 Moreover, the regime can leverage its workforce to conduct illegal 
trade to circumvent sanctions and recoup some of the state’s lost income from 
international partners. People in the DPRK are powerless to resist Kim and face 
imprisonment in labor camps, or even death, if accused of antisocialist behavior 
detrimental to the state. With those issues in mind, it is easier to understand why 
sanctioning the DPRK has not provided the results some policy makers want and 
illustrates how the Kim regime has continued propping up its economy to fund 
the nuclear program despite international attempts to halt it.

Illicit Trade Revenue Enables WMD Procurement

Sanctions may have stunted the DPRK economy, but the trade continues, al-
beit illegally. Officially, trade with China, the DPRK’s number- one partner, “in 
October [2020] fell to an all- time low, decreasing 99.4% compared to the same 
period last year,”11 according to a report by the Korea International Trade Asso-
ciation. However, that report does not paint an accurate economic picture. Illegal 
foreign trade exists on two fronts. The first is the trade banned under UN sanc-
tions, such as coal exports, which continue via offshore ship- to- ship transfer and 
other secret means. The second is from transnational illicit activity, which the 
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DPRK has conducted for decades, including arms trade, counterfeiting, drug traf-
ficking, and cybercrime. These activities do not fully make up the difference in lost 
trade revenue, but they provide a stable income stream that is difficult to trace and 
harder to eliminate. Indeed, although legal, reported trade across the China–
North Korea border is at an all- time low, illegal, unreported trade continues al-
most unabated, providing hundreds of millions of US dollars in revenue to the 
Kim regime.12

The US Department of Justice (DOJ) unsealed an indictment in May 2020 
that accused nearly three dozen people—twenty- eight North Korean and five 
Chinese nationals—of laundering approximately $2.5 billion in assets through a 
global network of more than 250 shell companies.13 The indictment alleges that 
the individuals funneled the money through several companies and financial in-
stitutions in the United States, Europe, and China back to the state- run Foreign 
Trade Bank of the DPRK. The indictment further alleges that the DPRK used 
the money to support its WMD program. The operations included in the DOJ’s 
indictment may be only the tip of the iceberg in the DPRK’s transnational, illicit 
networks with secretive agents operating in the world’s dark places while con-
ducting business for the Kim regime. Interestingly, Kim has come to preside over 
DPRK, Inc., a global leader in illicit trade that continues to defy law enforcement 
agencies worldwide and earns hundreds of millions of dollars in revenue annually.

The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, Incorporated

The Rolls- Royce spotted during the meeting between Kim and Pompeo is one 
of three luxury limousines that the DPRK has imported illegally. (See figure 1.) A 
Mercedes- Benz Maybach S62 and Maybach S600 Pullman Guard made their 
way to the DPRK from Rotterdam, the Netherlands, where in 2018 an unknown 
entity procured and later shipped them inside containers owned by the China 
Cosco Shipping Corporation.14 A report by the Center for Advanced Defense 
Studies utilized open- source shipping information and commercial satellite im-
agery to determine the two vehicles’ path into the DPRK and how the shipment 
evaded sanctions. The report’s authors, Lucas Kuo and Jason Arterburn, begin 
their account with a sobering finding: “Between 2015 and 2017, as many as 90 
countries served as luxury goods procurement sources for North Korea, a much 
broader scope than previously understood.”15 Some of the companies within those 
countries were knowingly complicit with the DPRK, but others who acted as 
middlemen never knew who owned the items or knew the final destination. The 
sophisticated network is cloaked in such a way that most involved in the transpor-
tation do not realize they are participating in illegal activities.
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The two vehicles made their way via merchant vessels through four different 
countries, making port calls in China, South Korea, Japan, and Russia, each time 
transferred to a new ship owned by another company. The voyage’s final leg oc-
curred onboard a Togo- flagged vessel belonging to Do Young Shipping on its way 
to the far eastern Russian port of Nakhodka from Busan, South Korea. Mysteri-
ously, the ship went dark, turning off its location transponder shortly after leaving 
Busan, and it appeared again 18 days later in South Korean waters. Kuo and Ar-
terburn suggest that transporters loaded the two vehicles “onto Ilyushin-76 (IL-
76) heavy- lift cargo jets operated by Air Koryo, North Korea’s state- run airline[, 
and] reportedly traveled from Pyongyang, North Korea to Vladivostok, Russia,”16 
on October 7. Those aircraft have the same tail numbers as the cargo planes used 
previously to transport Kim’s Rolls- Royce Phantom limousine and likely trans-
ported the two Maybachs to Pyongyang from Russia.17 The complicated procure-
ment and shipping network that illegally imported these luxury vehicles under 
the international community’s nose is the same system that procures nuclear- 
related technology. The Kim regime is not only good at making money; it can 
smuggle in high- profile contraband at will. Pyongyang uses several other methods 
for circumventing sanctions, with some of the biggest earners highlighted in the 
following sections.

(Source: Edward Wong and Christoph Koettl, “How North Korea’s Leader Gets His Luxury Cars,” New York Times, 16 
July 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/16/world/asia/north- korea- luxury)
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Figure 1. Shipment path of luxury cars from Rotterdam to the DPRK

The Pyongyang Fall Fashion Show

North Korea celebrated the seventy- fifth anniversary of the founding of the 
Worker’s Party of Korea, kicking off with a massive parade at midnight on Octo-
ber 10, 2020. The uncharacteristic night parade was just the beginning of surprises 
as lines of new vehicles, missiles, and equipment filed past the viewing platform. 
All eyes were on the new, 11-axle transporter erector launcher and its massive 
intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) as it lumbered through the bright lights 
in Kim Il- sung Square early in the morning. However, many observers seemed to 
care little about the sea of marching uniforms and equipment in all patterns and 
colors, reminiscent of Milan’s most fashionable runways, all on display for sale to 
finance the new ICBMs. Brian Davis, a seasoned intelligence professional with 
decades of experience in South Korea, likened the parade to a fashion show.18 The 
only items missing were the price tags. The overhead drone footage, sweeping 
camera shots, and cameras mounted on radio- controlled cars made for entertain-
ing television. The world was watching, and Kim Jong- un was busy showing his 
wares for sale to interested global buyers. Countries in the Middle East or the 
Horn of Africa in the market for cheap, dependable equipment need only turn on 
the television to view a catalog of the newest merchandise on display. Under strict 
sanctions, a country must fund its missile and nuclear programs somehow, and the 
DPRK has shown a proclivity for the illicit arms trade.

The DPRK’s trade in arms is well documented. In the 1980s and early 1990s, 
North Korea gained notoriety as an exporter of ballistic missiles and conventional 
arms to a range of countries and terrorist groups.19 Recently, due to increased 
sanctions, the nation has shifted from missile systems to small arms and muni-
tions, evidenced by the US seizure of 30,000 rocket- propelled grenades destined 
for Egypt in 2017.20 Further, since 2017, Numidia has contracted the Korea Min-
ing Development Trading Corporation to build a munitions factory in that coun-
try21; the Presidential Guard of the Democratic Republic of the Congo bought 
DPRK weapons and training22; and Syria received more than 40 shipments of 
materials to make chemical weapons.23 These examples are just a few that member 
states have identified and reported to the UN Security Council. It is difficult to 
estimate the total income generated by the DPRK’s arms trade given the lack of 
price and sales data. However, Dr. Larry M. Wortzel, senior fellow in Asian secu-
rity at the American Foreign Policy Council, estimated that Pyongyang had 
earned $560 million in sales in 2001.24 Though dated, few interdictions of DPRK 
arms shipments have occurred, providing the Kim regime unimpeded access to 
global arms buyers.
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Forced Overseas Labor

The US Department of State assesses that as many as 100,000 DPRK citizens 
work overseas,25 and “some estimates suggest that North Korean laborers may 
generate as much as $1.2 to $2.3 billion per year for the Kim regime.”26 These 
workers are sent abroad by the government and overseen by handlers who often 
force them to work 12- to 16-hour days with only one or two days off per month. 
They earn little, and out of that portion, a large percentage is taken for the Kim 
regime, upward of 70–90 percent.27 DPRK laborers raise two concerns. First, this 
is a humanitarian issue that often involves individuals trafficked to another coun-
try and forced to work for almost no pay, often in poor conditions. Second, these 
workers generate hard currency for the Kim regime that most likely gets funneled 
into the WMD program. The UN enacted several security resolutions in response 
to these issues beginning in April 2017. Initially, the resolutions capped the num-
ber of laborers in overseas countries but expanded later to include a ban on new 
DPRK contracts. Following the Hwasong-15 ICBM test launch in November 
2017, the UN responded with resolutions that ban DPRK migrant workers 
abroad28 and “prohibit the opening, maintenance, and operation of all joint ven-
tures or cooperative entities, new and existing, with DPRK entities or individuals.”29 
However, DPRK migrants continue working abroad, especially in Russia and 
China, and the international community can do little to prove their existence or 
enforce their expulsion.

Chinese “Dark Fleets”

Seafood—particularly flying squid and crab—was once one of the DPRK’s 
primary exports, generating roughly $300 million profit per year.30 The fishing 
industry has long been a staple of the DPRK economy, providing a robust domes-
tic food source and lucrative exports. Historically, the DPRK has also sold fishing 
rights to the Chinese but controlled the number of permits so they did not im-
pede the domestic catch. However, DPRK fishermen have faced difficulty after 
the UN levied sanctions against the entire industry in 2017. Those sanctions pro-
hibited buying seafood from the DPRK, entering a business venture without UN 
approval, and selling DPRK fishing rights.31 Some exports continue illegally, but 
the industry has not succeeded as in years past, prompting the Kim regime to 
consider alternatives to make up the lost revenue. In response, Kim began selling 
more fishing rights to the Chinese. The UN found that “the price of a fishing 
permit for three months was approximately 400,000 yuan totaling close to $120 
million in revenue in 2018.”32 The sale of fishing permits has ballooned, and entire 
fleets of Chinese vessels—traveling “dark” with transponders turned off—have 
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choked the DPRK economic exclusion zone, forcing DPRK fishermen into Japa-
nese waters while the Chinese threaten overfishing. These so- called dark fleets 
(see figure 2) provide revenue to replace legitimate seafood trade lost to sanctions 
but at the cost of overfishing and DPRK fishermen’s livelihoods lost at sea.33 
Alarmingly, since 2018, 383 DPRK fishing vessels have washed up on the west 
coast of Japan,34 many empty, some carrying remains, and others carrying hungry 
survivors. The competition of dark fleets caused some DPRK fishermen to give up 
their trade. However, the industry continues to bring in hard currency for the re-
gime by a practice difficult to police.35

(Source: Jaeyoon Park et al., “Illuminating Dark Fishing Fleets in North Korea,” Science Advances 6, no. 30 (2020)

Figure 2. Chinese dark fleet activity off the DPRK’s eastern coast, 2017–18

Cryptocurrency, Wire Transfers, and Sputtering ATMs

The DPRK uses an intracountry version of the internet so that the Kim regime 
can control its citizens’ information consumption. However, that does not mean 
the Kim regime forbids foreign internet usage altogether. On the contrary, the 
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DPRK possesses a robust cabal of hackers spread throughout the world who tar-
get finance, with the UN acknowledging the DPRK “is becoming increasingly 
sophisticated in terms of its attack vectors against both financial institutions and 
cryptocurrency exchanges.”36 Moreover, the DPRK uses its forced labor practices 
to send its information technology workers to fill jobs worldwide, with as many as 
1,000 active in 2019. The UN estimates that these individuals earned close to 
$20.4 million per year for the state.37 To further diversify this income, the DPRK 
has begun hacking banks in a campaign the US Cybersecurity and Infrastructure 
Security Agency dubbed “Fast Cash,” whereby hackers send fraudulent wire 
transfers and cause ATMs to spit out cash.38 These activities account for just a 
portion of the DPRK revenue through cyberattacks.

The most significant threat posed by the DPRK is cybercrime, especially rob-
beries of financial institutions and cryptocurrency exchanges. The BeagleBoyz, a 
hacker group connected to the Kim regime, has attempted to steal nearly $2 bil-
lion from global banks since 2016.39 One of its most successful attacks occurred 
in late 2016, when the BeagleBoyz stole $81 million from the Bank of Bangla-
desh.40 Additionally, at a cryptocurrency conference held in April 2019 in Pyong-
yang, organizers told attendees they should embrace “[the] potential money laun-
dering and sanction evasion applications of cryptocurrency and blockchain 
technology.”41 That sentiment follows a 2018 DPRK- sponsored cyberhack into a 
digital currency exchange from which hackers stole nearly $250 million worth of 
digital currency.42 These events in cyberspace demonstrate how the Kim regime is 
prioritizing activities to generate revenue for the state, and the hackers have been 
reasonably successful with few repercussions. Such illicit activity poses a signifi-
cant challenge to the international community and provides a generous income 
source for the DPRK nuclear program.

The Untenable Policy of Forced Denuclearization

The unveiling of the new mobile ICBM during the October 10 parade, and the 
DPRK nuclear program’s continued funding through illicit trade during times of 
severe economic hardship, confirm that the Kim regime is adamant about con-
tinuing its byungjin policy. During the Eighth Congress of the Workers’ Party of 
Korea, held in January 2021, Kim stated that the United States was the DPRK’s 
“biggest, main enemy.”43 An article in the state newspaper Rodong Sinmun magni-
fied his sentiment:

Reality shows that, in order to deter U.S. military threats and achieve peace and 
prosperity on the Korean Peninsula, we should strengthen our national defense 
capabilities without stopping for even a moment.  .  .  . [N]o matter who is in 
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power in the U.S., the true nature of the U.S. and its policy towards North Korea 
never changes. We should heighten nuclear technology and improve nuclear 
weapons to be smaller and lighter … and continue producing super- large nuclear 
warheads.44

Following that speech, plans were declared to develop a solid- propellant ICBM 
with a range of 15,000 kilometers capable of carrying multiple reentry vehicles 
(MRVs). Kim also mentioned the desire to add tactical nuclear warheads to his 
arsenal.45 It has never been more evident that the DPRK has no intention of de-
nuclearization and that the rhetoric from the regime and state- run media has not 
changed. Kim is determined to protect his power through nuclear deterrence and 
has made several moves since the failed Hanoi summit in 2019 to confirm that. 
The DPRK attaining tactical nuclear capability would exponentially complicate 
denuclearization talks and counterproliferation. Kim’s message is unmistakable: 
he continues to go to great lengths and costs to develop a host of nuclear weapons 
to ensure regime survival.

What Are the Options?

As previously highlighted in a Rodong Sinmun report, the DPRK believes that, 
no matter who is sitting in the Oval Office, the US position toward the Kim re-
gime never changes. “Kim Jong Un views nuclear weapons as a security guarantee 
to ensure state survival, which is at odds with US policy that demands the DPRK 
relinquish its nuclear weapons, making a full denuclearization agreement 
improbable.”46 Therefore, the current US foreign policy toward the DPRK is un-
sustainable. Furthermore, international sanctions have not curtailed nuclear de-
velopment or procurement and may have further steeled Kim’s resolve to continue 
his nuclear program unabated. Markus Garlauskas, the former senior intelligence 
official on the DPRK, argues that the United States should abandon any assump-
tion that it can force Kim to give up his nuclear program in return for economic 
benefits.47 A new strategy is necessary that prevents flight- testing, delays nuclear 
advancement (MRVs, tactical nukes, etc.), and provides Joe Biden’s administra-
tion with options to offer incremental, tangible incentives to reduce enrichment 
and storage capacity. Full denuclearization should still be the long- term goal, but 
it cannot be achieved while the DPRK fully embraces Kim’s byungjin policy. Kim 
requires a security guarantee to reconsider byungjin, which is achievable only 
through a multilateral peace declaration guaranteed by all parties to end belliger-
ent acts in exchange for verifiable denuclearization steps.
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Mini- deals, Moratoriums, and Tangible Incentives

Dr. Victor Cha, professor at Georgetown University and a North Korea expert, 
recommends that the United States consider seeking “mini- deals” rather than 
pushing for one big deal to begin negotiations. Mini- deals “consist of incremental 
and calibrated steps on each side” for verifiable concessions such as “a freeze of 
nuclear operations at the main nuclear complex at Yongbyon in return for partial 
sanctions relief.”48 These quid pro quo or action- for- action deals suggested by Dr. 
Cha can help build mutual trust and jump- start negotiations toward more realis-
tic near- term goals. For example, the United States used a similar approach early 
in Kim Jong- un’s rule when on February 29, 2012, the DPRK agreed to imple-
ment moratoriums on nuclear and long- range missile tests. In return, the United 
States provided 240,000 metric tons of food aid.49 Given the current economic 
strife in the DPRK, a mini- deal of this type has merit if the United States pro-
vides tangible incentives, unlike in its previous summits.

After the failed Hanoi summit, a nuclear testing moratorium would be a re-
markable diplomatic achievement and would provide a successful deal to build on. 
Most important, the moratorium would delay the advancement of MRVs and 
tactical nuclear warheads, two technologies that must not be operationalized. 
Garlauskas contends that MRVs alone would “increase Pyongyang’s ability to 
challenge U.S. missile defenses”50 and represent a credible threat to the US home-
land. Production freezes, test moratoriums, and pauses in DPRK provocations 
will likely have support from the ROK, Japan, and even China while providing 
the United States the opportunity to build new relations with the Kim regime for 
further talks.

Normalizing Relations through Political Transformation

Some past negotiations with the DPRK over denuclearization attempted to 
normalize relations with the ruling regime but fell short. In the so- called Agreed 
Framework, Bill Clinton’s administration pledged to “move toward normalizing 
economic and political relations, including by reducing barriers to investment, 
opening liaison offices, and ultimately exchanging ambassadors.”51 That frame-
work ultimately failed because both sides did not uphold the agreed- on terms. 
The most recent Singapore and Hanoi summits show that any serious talks about 
nuclear technology will not be successful without normalizing relations first. Dr. 
Cha contends that, “without a fundamental change in bilateral relations, nuclear 
negotiations will remain mired in the tit- for- tat deals of the past that will eventu-
ally fail.”52
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Once the United States achieves a testing moratorium or fissile production 
freeze, the Biden administration should shift its negotiations to normalizing rela-
tions with the DPRK. China, the ROK, and Japan have a mutual interest aligned 
with the United States for a stable, peaceful DPRK; therefore, a credible peace 
declaration—supported by a multilateral security guarantee—would signal to 
Kim that byungjin is no longer necessary for state survival. Leveraging sanctions 
relief, economic investment, and the facilitation of trade with the DPRK’s neigh-
bors in exchange for an end to nuclear procurement and proliferation would un-
bind Kim from China and allow the DPRK to be more self- reliant. Those incen-
tives and verifiable results open the door for closer ties, thereby leading to talks on 
improving human rights and on economic reform.

Economic Reform and Investment

For the DPRK to be truly self- reliant and for Kim to remain in power, the re-
gime must consider economic reform. A quasi–market system already exists 
within the DPRK, what Dr. Andrei Lankov and colleagues refer to as “Pseudo- 
state Enterprises” (PSEs).53 PSEs are “state- run and owned on paper but in prac-
tice [are] controlled by private interests to which much of the profits accrued.”54 
These businesses evolved out of necessity at the end of the Arduous March Fam-
ine of 1996–99 so that farmers and others could make a living. This marketization 
has been allowed under the Kim regime but is closely monitored and supervised 
by the state. Remarks made by Kim at the Eighth Party Congress point to a 
crackdown on nonsocialist activity, which could mean targeting PSEs. Still, there 
is recent precedent for Kim’s desire to integrate with the global economy. In 2018, 
he expressed interest in joining the World Bank and the International Monetary 
Fund, which would provide “access to a huge pool of expertise, technical assis-
tance, and funds.”55 The incentive of integrating into the global economy cannot 
be underestimated and would provide significant leverage for nuclear talks.

International investment in the DPRK led by the United States and the ROK 
should follow and “include economic projects in a package on a nuclear deal with 
North Korea. We can select three of four concrete projects” such as hydroelectric 
plants and tourism infrastructure “and offer them to North Korea in negotiations.”56 
These incentives would come with comparable DPRK nuclear concessions. Dr. 
Victor Cha provides an excellent example:

The parties would seek to cap and contain the most dangerous elements of North 
Korea’s weapons programs in order to stop their growth and minimize chances 
of inadvertent use, proliferation, and leakage. The countries would open a nuclear 
deterrence dialogue to avoid nuclear miscalculation, cooperate on nuclear safety 
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(avoiding meltdowns and loose nukes), and limit the range and payload of mis-
siles.57

The goal is the provide tangible incentives to prove to Pyongyang that there is 
credible peace through multilateral security guarantees. Kim must realize that 
byungjin is not the only way to guarantee his state’s security and economic growth 
and that his multilateral partners in the region are crucial to his country’s develop-
ment and legitimacy on the global stage. Only then can complete denucleariza-
tion become a possibility.

Conclusion

The surprise sighting of a Rolls- Royce Phantom limousine in 2018 exemplified 
the grand failure of international sanctions to cripple the DPRK’s ability to im-
port illegal goods, offering further proof that the country can easily procure nuclear 
materials and technology. The status quo strategy of attempting to strong- arm 
King Jong- un into denuclearization in exchange for sanctions relief is untenable 
and has failed to achieve measurable results. Kim presides over a vast illicit net-
work that the international community has yet to demolish. As long as the net-
work exists, funds for the nuclear program will continue to flow into North Korea. 
The Biden administration cannot continue with this strategy if it hopes to negoti-
ate with the DPRK successfully; nor can it default to Barack Obama’s policy of 
strategic patience or Donald Trump’s policy of all- or- nothing concessions. Wash-
ington must enlist its regional allies along with China and Russia to form multi-
lateral talks to restrain North Korea’s nuclear program and then work toward a 
mutual peace declaration. Although policy makers will likely call for full denucle-
arization and balk at anything less, that policy has proved counterproductive and 
continually fails. The Biden administration must act, and it must do so under an 
incremental agreement–driven strategy. Failure to act would allow the DPRK 
time to develop MRVs and tactical nuclear warheads, complicating matters expo-
nentially and placing denuclearization further out of reach. There is no perfect 
solution, but the approach proffered here is an option that would satisfy regional 
neighbors and allies, garner domestic support in the United States, and provide 
Kim Jong- un substantial incentives in return for cooperation. 
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