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ABSTRACT 

The research attempts to understand why Russia has consistently chosen a multilateral approach 

to the North Korean nuclear issue from the early 1990s to 2016. Although the explanations 

focusing on great power ambitions, national interests and balancing between two Koreas are 

accurate and supported by sufficient empirical evidence, they overlook why Russia has chosen 

the same strategy for the 23 years. Neither explanation is explicit with regards to why Moscow 

has viewed the six-party talks (6PT) as a the most optimal way of dealing with the North Korean 

problem. The paper argues that while the North Korean nuclear issue has direct consequences for 

Russia, it is nonetheless one in which Russia can take a relatively passive stance compared to 

other regions in the world. This passive stance in the form of participation in a multilateral 

framework however was not an indicator of lack of interest. Evidence suggests that Russia wants 

to be closely involved in the North Korean issue and has its interests at stake. However, given 

the immediate priorities in other parts of the world combined with weak leverages of influence 

over the North, Russia is unable to play a more assertive role in the North Korean issue. Russia 

was therefore content being a member of the 6PT, as long as it was able to exert institutional 

power, was consulted and viewed as an equal partner.  
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I. INTRODUCTION  

The Soviet Union played a pivotal role in the destiny of North Korea and was a major player in 

nearly all aspects of the country’s being: selection of the founder of the Democratic People’s 

Republic of Korea (DPRK) – Kim Il Sung – and consolidating his power; backing North Korea 

in initiating the Korean War; sustaining the North’s economy; being a model of political system 

to emulate. The genesis of the North Korean nuclear program is also intimately linked to the 

Soviet Union and would have not been possible without its help. However, after the collapse of 

the communist empire in 1991, North Korea lost its vital ally and the relationships with the 

successor state – Russia – has entered a new phase. The world began to see Russia as secondary 

and so did the North. Since the first nuclear crisis in 1993, North Korea has been calling on 

direct talks with the U.S. and claiming that the nuclear program development was a matter 

between the North and the U.S. Up until today there is no doubt that the DPRK is interested in 

the relations with the U.S. more than with any other nation, declaring dialogue with the U.S. to 

be a central piece in its national security. 1 After the disintegration of the Soviet Union, only 

China remained North’s ally and continued to render protection to its communist neighbor. 

Under new circumstances, it was only natural to question whether there was any place for Russia 

in dealing with the North Korean problem in the post-Cold War era. 

The relations between the Soviet Union and the DPRK have been well documented and 

researched by numerous scholars in Russia, the U.S. and elsewhere. However, the research on 

the Russia-DPRK relations has not been as rich. Prior research does not address the question of 

why Russia has been so consistent in its approach to the North Korean nuclear crisis from the 

early 1990s until 2016. The present research paper aims at piecing together previous research

                                                           
1 Samuel S. Kim, The Two Koreas and the Great Powers (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006 ), 154.   
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and exploring the role of Russia in a more holistic way. It will review the history of relations 

between the new Russia and the DPRK from 1993 to 2016, when Russia’s Foreign Ministry 

issued the last call for the six-party talks (6PT). The research attempts to discern a pattern in their 

interaction and seeks to understand why Russia chose multilateralism in interaction with the 

relevant powers and North Korea as a way to address the nuclear crisis. It argues that while the 

North Korean nuclear issue has direct consequences for Russia, it is nonetheless one in which 

Russia can take a relatively passive stance compared to other regions in the world. This passive 

stance in the form of participation in a multilateral framework however was not an indicator of 

lack of interest. Evidence suggests that Russia wants to be closely involved in the North Korean 

issue and has its interests at stake. However, given the immediate priorities in other parts of the 

world combined with weak leverages of influence over the North, Russia was unable to play a 

more assertive role in Asia Pacific in general, and North Korean issue in particular. Russia was 

therefore content being a member of the 6PT, as long as it was able to exert institutional power, 

was consulted and viewed as an equal partner. 

II.  BACKGROUND  

1.  Russia’s traditional unilateralism  

Soviet Union’s policies were known to be unilateral by default. Its successor Russia inherited 

such a mindset and has a well-established history of unilateralism. Nearly from the outset of its 

independence, the new Russia had a deep-seated desire to have “a free hand”.2 The Boris Yeltsin 

administration had shown signs of unilateral policies along the country’s borders, particularly in 

                                                           
2 Stephen Blank, "Russia and Europe in the Caucasus," European Security 4, no. 4 (1995): 626 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09662839508407243. 



3 
 

the Caucasus.3 After Vladimir Putin came to power in 2000, Russia’s foreign policy took a much 

more assertive tone compared to his predecessor Boris Yeltsin. Ever since then, a number of 

pundits have pointed out to Russia’s unilateral tendencies. This is particularly evident in the 

former Soviet republics where Moscow took the liberty of unilaterally deciding in which 

conflicts to involve, when to intercede as a mediator and for long to keep its troops in disputed 

regions.4 After the disintegration of the Soviet Union, conflicts in Central Asia and Caucasus 

erupted, threatening Russia’s stability. This necessitated Moscow to get involved in some of 

them such as the civil war in Tajikistan but the involvement was limited. In other instances, 

however, Russia was quick to resort to actions, including military action, which it normally 

condemns. Despite Russia’s declarations and justifications, we see its unilateral approaches often 

involving the use of force in four major examples below.  

In 1994, Russia started the First Chechen War to suppress Chechens who wanted independence 

from Moscow. Chechnya is mainly a Muslim region in the Northern Caucasus that is part of 

Russia. The war lasted 20 months and took the lives of up to 100,000, many of whom were 

civilians.5 The Russians launched a missile attack killing the elected president of Chechnya, 

Dzokhar Dudayev, and soon after the incident, Russian military leaders and Chechen rebels 

signed a ceasefire agreement which later was followed by a peace treaty between the two. The 

peace treaty however failed to solve the issue of independence. In 1999, Chechen fighters 

attempted to create an Islamic state leading to the Second Chechen War. Russia responded by 

sending troops to the capital of Chechnya, destroying most of it. President Vladimir Putin 

                                                           
3 Ibid. 
4 Janusz Bugajski, Cold Peace: Russia's New Imperialism (Washington, DC: Praeger. Published in cooperation with 
the Center for Strategic and International Studies, 2004), 36. 
5 "Chechnya Profile - Timeline," BBC, accessed June 5, 2018. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-18190473. 
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declared the restoration of Russia’s control over Chechnya and appointed a pro-Russian leader, 

Akhmat Kadyrov, who later was elected the president of Chechnya. Although Russia held a 

decisive victory in the second Chechen war and maintained territorial integrity, it was not able to 

completely suppress nationalistic sentiments and low scale insurgencies are ongoing. Russia’s 

war in Chechnya drew extensive criticism from Western countries. Despite reports of severe 

human rights violations committed by both sides, the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) 

failed to issue any resolutions because Russia and China blocked the discussion. 

Another vivid example of Russia’ resolve to use unilateralism is the Russo-Georgian War in 

2008. The tensions had been simmering for years but the immediate cause of the war had to do 

with South Ossetia and Abkhazia, two regions within Georgia. The two are de facto part of 

Georgia but have long sought independence and have been supported by Moscow. In early 

August 2008, Georgians and South Ossetians exchanged fire and explosive attacks.6 Georgia 

then moved in troops which immediately triggered Russia’s response. Under the “peace 

enforcement” operation, Russia sent troops to South Ossetia on August 8 advancing further into 

Georgia. Although South Ossetia is part of Georgia, many of its residents have obtained Russian 

citizenship. Since Putin came to office in 2000, Russia began to issue passports to Abkhaz and 

South Ossetians. The Russian invasion in Georgia was therefore justified as protection of its own 

citizens. As a result of this crisis, about 400 people in Georgia were killed, including 220 

civilians, over 1,700 were wounded. Five days after the conflict, Russia agreed to halt incursion 

and on August 15 the warring parties signed a cease fire agreement brokered by French President 

Nicolas Sarkozy.7  Similar to the Chechen wars, the war in Georgia was criticized by Western 

                                                           
6 "A Scripted War," The Economist, accessed June 5, 2018. https://www.economist.com/node/11920992. 
7 "2008 Georgia Russia Conflict Fast Facts," CNN, accessed June 5, 2018. 
https://edition.cnn.com/2014/03/13/world/europe/2008-georgia-russia-conflict/index.html. 
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countries. There are multiple reasons why Russia decided to resort to force against a much 

smaller and weaker neighbor Georgia. Georgia’s intentions to join the NATO and being backed 

by the West were among the explicit causes. From a western perspective, the conflict was largely 

seen as a “proxy war with the West – especially with America, which had upgraded the Georgian 

army”.8   

Unlike the above two conflicts, there has also been a war taking place not in the immediate 

proximity to Russia but still one in which it has been a main party. The war in Syria. In 

September 2015, Putin announced that Russia joined a fight against “international terrorism” in 

Syria. UN human rights reports however stated that air strikes launched by Russia’s military also 

killed over 6,000 civilians and destroyed civil infrastructure including schools, hospitals and 

markets. Another Russia’s unspoken goal was to ensure its key ally, President Bashar al-Assad, 

remained in power despite atrocities he committed against own population. Moscow succeeded 

and there is little doubt that Assad was able to keep power thanks to Russia’s backing, which in 

turn enabled Moscow to exert considerable influence in Syria.9 After announcing “victory”, 

Putin ordered withdrawal of most of Russia’s troops in December 2017 leaving behind two 

military bases. Russia’s involvement in Syria has made it a major player not only in the Middle 

East but also “reasserted Russian power and influence on the world stage”.10   

Finally, the country where we observe perhaps the most vivid case of Russia’s unilateralism is 

Ukraine. In 2013, Ukraine was about to sign a landmark trade agreement with the European 

Union (EU). However, as Russia strongly opposed the agreement, the pro-Russian Ukrainian 

                                                           
8 "A Scripted War." 
9 Steven Rosenberg, "Syria War: Putin's Russian Mission Accomplished," BBC, accessed June 5, 2018. 
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-42330551. 
10 Ibid. 
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president Viktor Yanukovych decided to suspend it. This triggered much discontent among 

population and pro-EU supporters began to occupy the city hall and Independence Square in the 

capital of Ukraine. The clashes between the government and protesters resulted in dozens of 

deaths, which drew even more protestors. A few months later, Yanukovych was ousted, fleeing 

the country and later appearing in Russia. A week later, Putin ordered troops into Crimea, an 

autonomous region in the Ukraine where the majority of residents are Russians. He said Russia 

had to protect Russians and the Russian-speaking population living abroad.11 Soon after that, the 

Crimean government announced it would hold a referendum to obtain independence from 

Ukraine, which the Ukrainian government refused to recognize, while Western countries saw it 

as illegal. After over 95% of the Crimean population voted to join Russia, it became Russia’s 

federal subject, which was recognized only by a dozen countries. Following the referendum, 

other eastern regions of Ukraine with pro-Russian sentiments followed suit and declared 

independence. In 2015, France and Germany helped Ukrainians and Russians to sign a ceasefire 

agreement.12 But violence continued causing over 10,300 deaths, including among civilians and 

1.6 million internally displaced people.13 Over 22,000 have been injured and many more 

continue to live conflict zones. Russia’s annexation of Crimea is seen illegal whereas 

intervention in other eastern Ukrainian regions and support to pro-Russian separatists continue to 

draw U.S. and EU condemnation. Russia was expelled from the Group of Eight (G8) and faced a 

series of economic sanctions imposed by the U.S., EU, Canada and other countries since summer 

2014. The situation in Ukraine has been not only a stumbling block between the West and Russia 

                                                           
11 "Ukraine Crisis: Does Russia Have a Case?” BBC, accessed June 23, 2018. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
europe-26415508. 
12 Nick Thompson, "Ukraine: Everything You Need to Know About How We Got Here," CNN, accessed June 8, 2018. 
https://edition.cnn.com/2015/02/10/europe/ukraine-war-how-we-got-here/index.html. 
13 Council on Foreign Relations, Global Conflict Tracker, accessed June 8, 2018. 
https://www.cfr.org/interactives/global-conflict-tracker#!/conflict/conflict-in-ukraine. 
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but also a serious cause for concern about Russia’s intentions and its possible expansion in 

Ukraine or NATO countries. 

Each of the four conflicts is inherently complex and can be analyzed in depth. This brief review 

in the research paper demonstrates that while Moscow sought peaceful, diplomatic solutions in 

the case of North Korea in the period from the 1990s to 2016, it had at the same time waged wars 

elsewhere, killing scores of civilians and wreaking havoc despite condemnation of the 

international community. Such a dichotomy in Russia’s strategies reflects its priorities, 

capabilities and power position.  

2. Russia’s view of multilateralism 

It all started in the late 1990s, when Russia became vocal about the multipolarity of the world. It  

adopted multilateralism as both a value and a tool mainly to enable Russia to regain great power 

status.14 In April 1997, Russia and China presented a joint declaration on the multipolar world 

and the formation of the new international system. Ever since then, multipolarity has been a 

central idea in Russia’s thinking underpinning its engagement in multilateral structures. Both 

Boris Yeltsin and Vladimir Putin had a keen interest in utilizing multilateralism in their foreign 

policies. Since 1991, the Russian government has produced four foreign policy concepts. In the 

last three foreign policy concepts, the formation of multipolarity has been a repeated theme.15 

The second foreign policy paper titled “Russia Federation’s Foreign Policy Concept” developed 

by the new government when Vladimir Putin took office in 2000 sought a world order built on 

                                                           
14 Robert Legvold, "The Role of Multilateralism in Russian Foreign Policy," in The Multilateral Dimension in Russian 
Foreign Policy, ed. Elana Wilson and Stina Torjesen Rowe (London New York: Routledge, 2009), 21. 
15 Концепция Внешней Политики Российской Федерации (Russian Federation Foreign Policy Concept), Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, 2000, 2008, 2016. 
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equal partnerships based on the UN Charter and international law.16 Russia under Putin defies 

the notion of the unipolar world17 and sees mulipolartity as the only alternative to the unipolar 

world. Every subsequent foreign policy pursued, inter alia, the goal of establishing a just and 

democratic world order in which international issues were to be addressed collectively. Russia’s 

firm support of multilateralism is evident in its doctrinal policies, rhetoric and efforts. Such 

notions as “equal partnerships”, “democratic” processes, and “collective” approaches to global 

issues are among the key concepts which explicitly point to the principles of multilateralism. 

Moscow has been consistently articulating the need to strengthen the UN underlining that this 

institution has been bestowed unique legitimacy. Hence, it has to be the primary player in 

regulating international relations and maintain its centrality in the world politics.18 Although the 

UN remains the core multilateral organization that Russia wants to see strengthened, there is a 

number of other institutions where Moscow has been active: the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization, Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries, G8 (from which it was 

expelled for the annexation of Crimea), Collective Security Treaty Organization and others. In 

East Asia, Russia has aspired to make a good use of the ASEAN Regional Forum and Asia-

Pacific Economic Cooperation. Paradorn Rangsimaporn notes that using these multilateral 

institutions has been a way to improve Russia’s own position in the region “as substitute for real 

power”.19  Some scholars however do not take Russia’s narrative about multilateralism at face 

value. Robert Legvold for example argues that all these talks about multilateralism are mere 

                                                           
16 Концепция Внешней Политики Российской Федерации (Russian Federation Foreign Policy Concept), Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, 2008. 
17 Vladimir Putin, "Выступление И Дискуссия На Мюнхенской Конференции По Вопросам Политики 
Безопасности" (Statement and Discussion on Security Policy at the Munich Conference), 2007, accessed 14 May 
2018, https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/#inbox. 
18 Концепция Внешней Политики Российской Федерации (Russian Federation Foreign Policy Concept), Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, 2016. 
19 Paradorn Rangsimaporn, Russia as an Aspiring Great Power in East Asia: Perceptions and Policies from Yeltsin to 
Putin (Hampshire, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 40.  
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“window dressing” since Russia has not supported words with neither money nor men in the case 

of peace-keeping operations.20 

Russia’s way of tackling the North Korean knot has also been multilateral. The paper argues that 

in this case, Russia meant it. While urging the Kim regime to uphold UN resolutions, Russia has 

viewed the 6PT, rather than UN mechanisms, as a way out. The 6PT is the first venue where 

Russia was invited to be as a participant to deal with the North Korean problem since the 

disintegration of the Soviet Union. From the early 1990s, when the first North Korean nuclear 

crisis occurred, to 2016, Russia has not changed its stance. There have been numerous 

developments taking place in the region and internationally as well as domestic shifts, namely 

four transfers of power in the Kremlin starting with Yeltsin (1991-1999) to Putin (2000-2008), to 

Medvedev (2008-2012), and to Putin again (2012-present). Yet despite new administrations and 

changes in the international environment, Moscow has not changed its approach to the North 

Korean problem and every package on how to deal with the DPRK which Russia has put forward 

focused on multilateral talks. In its most recent foreign policy adopted in 2016, Russia reiterated 

that it stands for a non-nuclear status of the Korean peninsula and sees the 6PT as the means to 

accomplish it.21 It is noteworthy that the 6PT can hardly be considered Russia’s idea. While 

Moscow proposed an international conference in the early 1990s (which some Russian scholars 

and officials strongly believe to be the origin of the 6PT22), the 6PT came into existence 

                                                           
20 Legvold,  in The Multilateral Dimension in Russian Foreign Policy, 22.  
21 Ministry of Foreign Affairs, "Statement of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation", 2017, 
accessed 15 December 2017, http://www.mid.ru/ru/press_service/spokesman/official_statement/-
/asset_publisher/t2GCdmD8RNIr/content/id/2851809?p_p_id=101_INSTANCE_t2GCdmD8RNIr&_101_INSTANCE_t
2GCdmD8RNIr_languageId=en_GB. 
22 Georgy Toloraya, "The Six Party Talks: A Russian Perspective," Asian Perspective 32, no. 4 (2008): 48; Roald V. 
Savel'yev, "Россия И Государства Корейского Полуострова” (Russia and States on the Korean Peninsula) in 
Корейское Урегулирование И Интересы России (Korean Settlement and Russia's Interests), edited by Valery I. 
Denisov and Alexander Zhebin. Moscow: Русская панорама, 2008, 73. 
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essentially because the U.S. extended the 2003 Three Party Talks with the DPRK and China to 

include Russia, Japan and South Korea. The research aims at understanding what is behind 

Russia’s insistence on the multilateralism.  

III. THEORY AND METHODOLOGY 

1. Unilateralism  

Unilateralism and multilateralism are often treated as two ends of a continuum.23 The most 

obvious approach is numerical, describing a situation when a state decides to act alone. Widely 

accepted definitions of unilateralism imply self-interest, disregard for interests of other states, 

and absence of consultations with them.24 Unilateralism also entails breach of international 

norms and/or withdrawing from international institutions.25 Similar to multilateralism, no area is 

immune to unilateral actions and powerful states can act alone in different areas from economic 

affairs to security issues. One observer stated: “Any nation with so much power always will be 

tempted to go it alone. Power breeds unilateralism. It's as simple as that.”26 It is indeed as simple 

as that, at least from the structural realist perspective. States are self-serving and self-seeking 

actors so that when they possess power, they are naturally tempted to act unilaterally and less 

inclined to follow multilateral rules and norms. Moreover, in the anarchical system with no 

central government, which can make and ensure enforcement of binding agreements, states tend 

to promote their interests unilaterally.27 The interactions become more power-based rather than 

                                                           
23 Stephen G. Brooks and William C. Wohlforth, "International Relations Theory and the Case against 
Unilateralism." Perspectives on Politics 3, no. 3 (2005): 509. 
24 Stephen G Brooks, International Encyclopedia of Political Science (Thousand Oaks, Calif: SAGE Publications, Inc, 
2011). 
25 Ibid. 
26 Max Boot, “Doctrine of the Big Enchilada”. The Washington Post, October 14, 2002, A.29. 
27 Robert Jervis, "Realism, Neoliberalism, and Cooperation: Understanding the Debate," International Security 24, 
no. 1 (1999): 43.  
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rule-based and while other countries will complain about it, they will not be able or willing to 

punish the hegemon.28 Richard Morningstar sums up variables that determine unilateralist 

decisions: sovereignty, power and national interests.29  

Most international relations scholars agree that the costs of unilateralism are very high.30 They 

warn against unilateralism and predict many disadvantages over the long run. The costs of 

unilateralism are generally thought to be coalitions created by weaker states to counter the 

unilateralist; reduced efficiency gains that could be obtained from institutionalized cooperation; 

and weakened legitimacy of an action.31 When weaker states perceive threat from the 

unilateralist, it is reasonable to expect they will want to coordinate and form coalitions against 

that threat. Furthermore, unilateralist behavior generates resentment of weaker states, whether 

friends or adversaries, and that resentment can last for decades.32 The loss of efficiency gains 

rests on the liberal institutionalism theory. No matter how much power the unilateralist wields, it 

will not be able to ensure compliance with agreements at all times and there are international 

issues that absolutely require multilateral action. Thus, although working multilaterally impinges 

on autonomy, working within institutional frameworks with other states makes it more efficient 

and less costly in the long term.33 There exist a number of global issues from environment to 

security that cannot be solved by any individual country, no matter how powerful it is. History 

has exhibited that cooperation on those issues within institutions has created win-win situations 

                                                           
28 Ikenberry, G. John. "Is American Multilateralism in Decline?" APSA 1, no. 3 (2003): 537. 
29 Richard Morningstar, "World Orders: Unilateralism Vs Multilateralism," Harvard International Review, accessed 
June 26, 2018. http://hir.harvard.edu/article/?a=1268 
30 Joseph S Nye argues that the U.S. unilateralism greatly undermines its soft power. No, the UN Is Right for the Job 
Rebuilding Iraq II. 2003. 
31 Stephen G. Brooks and William C. Wohlforth, 509. 
32 Ralph G. Carter, "Leadership at Risk: The Perils of Unilateralism," PS: Political Science and Politics 36, no. 1 
(2003): 19 
33 Brooks and Wohlforth. 
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for all. Finally, the need for legitimacy of actions. All powerful states need legitimacy and 

legitimacy granted by the international community could be viewed as an end in itself.34 Sarah 

Kreps argues that “powerful states stay powerful only if they are guided by a sense of limit and 

the claim of legitimacy”.35 

To sum up, unilateral actions are not always the best means to achieve foreign policy goals nor 

further national interests. There is no guarantee that when a powerful state resorts to 

unilateralism, it will necessarily serve its interests. Examples in history prove this: Germany was 

trying to pursue expansionist policies which ultimately turned out to be self-destructive; the 

defeat of the U.S. in the Vietnam War; Soviet overextension.36  

2. Multilateralism 

Multilateral forms had existed in the history for ages. Multilateralism as we know today however 

has been on the rise since the end of World War II entering into realms that were previously 

dominated by bilateralism. As a result, the world has seen a number of meaningful multilateral 

initiatives dealing with a range of issues such as trade, security, environment, humanitarian aid 

and many others. Multilateralism was seen as an important factor contributing to the stabilization 

of international politics by producing norms and institutions that help to manage regional and 

global changes.37 The scope and number of multilateral arrangements increased after 1945 

largely as a consequence of U.S. hegemony and its role in the new international system.38 The 
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U.S. has been promoting multilateral principles to establish a “desirable world order” which 

made multilateralism a useful and attractive way for the U.S. to mask its hegemony and project 

domestic order into international arena.39 Multilateralism enabled the U.S. to maintain freedom 

of action through mechanisms such as voting shares, veto rights and escape clauses.40 A caveat is 

to be made here: we do not observe the U.S. attempting to establish multilateral arrangements 

universally and at all times. There is a clear dichotomy in American approaches to its North 

Atlantic partners, with whom the U.S. chose to work multilaterally, whereas in East Asia the 

U.S. decided to work bilaterally41 and created the “hub-and-spoke system”. 

As multilateral arrangements were expanding in number and utility, they began to draw 

considerable attention as a conceptual category being studied not only through the prism of 

international relations theory, but also organization theory, sociology and other disciplines 

offering a range of definitions of multilateralism. Multilateralism is often considered a means 

used by states to accomplish a goal since states are rational and goal-seeking. However, it is 

possible to go beyond instrumentalist views of multilateralism, making it an end in itself.42 

Robert Keohane sees multilateralism as the “practice of coordinating national policies in groups 

of three or more states, through ad hoc arrangements or by means of institutions”.43 John Ruggie 

offers a similar conceptualization of multilateralism: coordination of relations among three or 
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42 Vincent Pouliot. "Multilateralism as an End in Itself." International Studies Perspectives 12, no. 1 (2011): 18. 
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more states in accordance with certain principles.44 Elana Rowe and Stina Torjesen define 

multilateralism as institutions and issue areas that involved multiple countries (three or more) 

working in concert in a sustained manner.45 It can thus be seen as an arrangement that has been 

utilized by states and intergovernmental institutions for various purposes. While in most 

definitions, the quantity of states involved stands out, multilateralism is much more complex 

than the mere numbers of countries involved. The qualitative approach to multilateralism 

emphasizes the principles of indivisibility and diffuse reciprocity. Indivisibility is a socially 

constructed public good46 and can range from physical connectedness among the members to the 

premise of peace.47 For instance, peace becomes indivisible so that no member can be waging a 

war, while others are at peace. Diffuse reciprocity implies that members adhere to accepted 

standards of behavior48 and have expectation that their engagement will produce “benefits in the 

aggregate and over time”.49 

John Ikenberry distinguishes four sources of multilateralism when analyzing American 

engagement with multilateral structures and norms. First of all, multilateralism can stem from the 

system that presents “functional demands of interdependence”. The increasing 

interconnectedness of countries, that characterizes the current international system, mean that 

countries are increasingly dependent on each other. This makes it imperative to coordinate 

policies. Such an environment offers incentives for a powerful state to join multilateral 
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agreements. Secondly, John Ikenberry contends that long-term calculations of power 

management compelled the U.S. to support multilateralism as a way of “preserving power and 

creating a stable and legitimate international order”.50 That way, the U.S. showed restraint of its 

power and invited weaker stated to cooperate. He points that this was America’s logic at the 

critical junctures after the First and Second World Wars, and after the Cold War. The third 

source of multilateralism is domestic. U.S. political tradition and identity created incentives for 

the U.S. to pursue a multilateral world and have shaped its understanding of the international 

political world order, which translated in its support for multilateral forums. Finally, Ikenberry 

distinguishes agentic sources of multilateralism that include ideologies of policy makers, ideas 

coming from nongovernmental organizations, and structuring of treaties.51 Thus, multilateralism 

can emerge from the interplay of system and domestic level sources. 

Multilateral structures offer multiple benefits. Multilateralism is an arrangement in which 

participants have to look above their national interests and temporary advantages as they work on 

longer term goals. Some argue that multilateral initiatives yield a better outcome. For example, 

several studies have shown that sanctions are much more powerful when undertaken by a concert 

of states.52 Multilateralism generates legitimacy and more support for a joint action. Actions 

taken by states in defiance of UN resolutions or which violate international norms draw criticism 

and can lead to isolation. Multilateralism can also be cost-effective and promote information 

sharing.53 Another reason for joining a multilateral framework is burden sharing that allows 

parties to pool resources together. As the world has become more interconnected, handling of 
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51 Ibid, p.535. 
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some international issues was clearly surpassing the capacity of a single nation and required 

taking a multilateral action. Given such transnational nature of issues, “multilateral” implied 

cooperation.54  

The reasons why countries opt for multilateralism are legion and it will more often than not 

depend on the substance of an issue that will determine whether countries want to support 

multilateralism.55 Nonetheless, many scholars point out to the differences in power positions 

which make multilateralism more desirable for states to choose. Many agree that weaker states 

employ multilateralism as a strategy to control a greater power and undermine its tendencies for 

unilateralism.56 Thus, multilateralism can be “a tactic of the weak” through which to constrain a 

more powerful state.57 This is not to suggest that there is an immediate correlation between a 

country’s weakness and its preferences for multilateralism. Victor Cha distinguishes four 

situations below in which powerplay determines whether a state would employ multilateralism.58 

It is a simple but useful model to illustrate power dynamics. 

Figure 1. Multilateralism vs bilateralism 

 Target State:  
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Small power seeking control 
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Multilateralism 
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multilateralism 
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Cha argues that if a small power intends to control a greater power, then joining efforts with 

other small powers and tying the great power in obligations and rules through a multilateral 

structure will likely be the most effective strategy, as seen in quadrant 2. That way, small states 

can have a voice and voting power which they otherwise would not be able to exercise. 

Similarly, if a great power seeks to control another great power as seen in quadrant 4, then 

multilateralism can prove to be the most preferable way since it would reduce the need for 

bargaining and compromise and ultimately costs. Cha further explains that multilateralism could 

be the only option for a small power that seeks control over another small power since it may not 

have resources to exert control otherwise as seen in quadrant 1.  

While there are benefits that states can enjoy when they join multilateral arrangements, there are 

certainly also disadvantages. First of all, it is a “highly demanding” structure59 that will constrain 

a state’s autonomy. It will restrict freedom of action and require more diplomatic effort to reach 

an agreement.60 Secondly, multilateralism can be inconvenient because it is more time 

consuming and less reliable.61 Besides, when multilateralism is not institutionalized, like the six-

party talks dealing with North Korean nuclear disarmament, there can be all sorts of problems 

that are widespread in the international affairs. Namely, it can breed distrust, introduce incentives 

to defect, have incomplete information and create room to back out of deals which participants 

begin to view as failing to serve their interests.62 Finally, there are ample instances demonstrating 

that multilateral organizations are less efficient than states.63 The UN presents one of the most 

obvious examples and has long been criticized for bureaucracy and inflexibility. Robert Keohane 
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also notes how the UN depends on the financial backing and other resources of national 

governments and the latter have the capacity to interfere with UN operations.64  

To sum up, the emergence and development of multilateral structures, mandated with tackling a 

wide range of global issues, was largely a consequence and of the U.S.-led new international 

world order. It was convenient and advantageous for the U.S. to pursue its national interests 

through multilateral institutions. Multilateralism has offered a number of benefits for other states 

too. Over time other rising powers including Russia began to be active participants in, advocates 

of, and creators of multilateral arrangements. The research will discuss in detail how and why 

Russia opted for the multilateral approach to the North Korean nuclear problem further on.   

3. Hypothesis 

As mentioned earlier, multilateralism has many dimensions and is utilized by both powerful and 

weak states and institutions to accomplish a wide range of goals. The research paper uses state-

centered multilateralism and focuses on how multilateralism is employed as a strategy of weak 

powers to exert control over a more powerful nation and have institutional power.  

In the case of North Korean nuclear issue, Washington has been employing both bilateral and 

multilateral channels. The UN has been repeatedly calling to convene multilateral negotiations. 

Russia along with China have also been strong proponents of the multilateral framework. We 

therefore observe that Russia’s rhetoric regarding multipolarity and respect for multilateral 

principles are not always lip servicing. Russia, along with other state, particularly China, does 

seek to build a multipolar world without U.S. domination. Multilateralism is hence often treated 

by Russia as a value. In the North Korean nuclear problem, Russia took both a value and an 
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instrumentalist approach to the six-party talks. That way, the talks was a mechanism for Russia 

to stay involved in the discourse around the North Korean nuclear issue and exert institutional 

power given its relatively weak position in the Asia Pacific region. As seen from above, Russia 

holds on to the idea of multipolarity that consistently runs through foreign policy papers and the 

call for establishing a democratic international system where partners are treated equally imply a 

“concert of states”65 that would lead the world. Russia sees itself a member of this “concert of 

states”, whereas notions of equal partnerships, collective solutions and democratic processes are 

meant to describe how Russia wants to be treated by great powers. These notions are not 

necessarily characterizing how Russia would view and treat smaller, weaker states. In fact, the 

brief review of Russia’s unilateral actions in this paper suggests that Moscow will discriminate 

against weaker states and enter in armed conflicts despite facing condemnation from the 

international institutions, defying multilateral principles of indivisibility and diffuse reciprocity 

as well as its tacit features of openness and inclusiveness.  

Secondly, Russia’s instrumentalist view of the 6PT was seen in the way that Russia saw potential 

in transforming this multilateral framework into an institutionalized security arrangement. Since 

the Gorbachev times, Moscow has conceived of establishing such a system in Northeast Asia in 

view of its weakened position 66. Such an organization would enable Moscow to be a member of 

the “concert of states”. Thus, the calls to resume the six-party forum and attempts to be its 

constructive member suggest that Russia, was hoping to use the 6PT to secure a seat in the 
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possible multilateral structure that would develop over time and address issues beyond the North 

Korean nuclear problem.  

4. Methodology 

The research paper is a qualitative case study which employs multilateralism as a tool to 

understand Russia’s prolonged insistence on the six-party talks as the most optimal way to deal 

with the North Korean nuclear issue. First, it adjusts and applies Victor Cha’s powerplay model 

to Russia’s behavior within the six-party negotiations. Being the member with the least leverages 

over negotiations outcomes and playing only a supportive role, Russia nonetheless chose this 

multilateral structure to be part of the settlement and have institutional power. 

Figure 2. Russia and other members of 6PT 
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Secondly, the research will undertake a discourse analysis of official reports as well as 

statements by presidents, members of the parliament, ministers, and ambassadors. Given the 

nature of Russia’s governance and democracy, the literature on the topic produced by Russian 

prominent scholars is treated in the research as one which reflects the government stance. The 

research also analyses Russia’s policies towards the DPRK by discussing foreign policy papers 

and how they were materialized. Russia’s policies towards and interaction with the DPRK will 

therefore be divided into three phases from 1990 to 2016. In addition to highlighting and 

analyzing major developments during three phases, the research will also employ the number of 

agreements signed between the two as an indicator of the strength of the bilateral relations. This 
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will be sourced from the Legal and Contractual Base section of Russia’s embassy to the DPRK 

website.  

IV. RUSSIA’S POLICIES TOWARDS NORTH KOREA 

1. Russia’s national interests in North Korea 

Moscow’s role and interaction with the related powers and the DPRK have been shaped by its 

national interests and politics of geography. This means that Russia cannot remain completely 

passive towards North East Asia. A number of scholars inside and outside of Russia hold that it 

has “serious and legitimate strategic interests” in Korea.67 These include national security, 

geostrategic calculations, and economic interests. The geography itself is sufficient to compel 

Russia to look after its interests in the region. As the Russian saying goes “one does not choose 

neighbors” and Samuel Kim observes that “a shared border usually means a common stake in 

good relations”.68 

1-1. National security and geostrategic calculations. Russia’s primary concern is peace and 

stability in the North East Asia region.69 For this reason, since the early 1990s, the Kremlin has 

been consistently opposing any use of military force against the DPRK as well as condemning 

Pyongyang for the breach of non-proliferation agreements. The General Staff of the Russian 
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Armed Forces characterized North’s missile tests and nuclear program development as “directly 

affecting…Russia’s national security, as well as regional and global stability”.70 

First of all, the DPRK’s nuclear provocations escalate the situation by triggering American and 

Japan’s military preparations. Russia feels threatened and perceives U.S. and Japanese military 

arrangements as potentially aimed at Russia. Given the animosity between the Russians and 

Americans in the Cold War era, as well as tensions that followed afterwards, any U.S. military 

presence, let alone build up, in the vicinity to Russian borders has been viewed with great 

suspicion in Moscow. If a war breaks out on the Korean peninsula, which borders Russia’s Far 

East region, advancement of U.S. troops to the North would become a possibility and a source of 

serious tension between Russia and the U.S. Not only U.S. military presence close to Russia’s 

borders in highly undesirable, there are fears that the conflict on the peninsula can quickly grow 

into a confrontation between three nuclear powers – Russia, China and the U.S.71 In a similar 

vein, given the history of relations and the current territorial disputes between Russia and Japan, 

enhancement of its military capabilities presents potential threat to Russia. Moreover, because 

the U.S., China, and Japan have stakes in the Korean peninsula, Russia wants to prevent any of 

these powers to dominate the peninsula since this again would pose threat to Russia’s security. 

Secondly, the conflict on the peninsula with the use of nuclear weapon by Pyongyang or the U.S. 

would create not only an ecological catastrophe that would invariably affect Russia’s territory 

but also a humanitarian crisis resulting in the flow of North Korean refugees. Since 2003, Russia 

has been holding military exercises to prepare for a sudden refugee flow from the DPRK. In 

2010, the military exercise in the Far East region, which included scenarios of an influx of 
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refugees from North Korea, was the largest ever.72 Thirdly, Russia sees “value” in the DPRK as 

it is a country that opposes the U.S. and confronts its regional domination.73 If the DPRK 

collapses as a result of internal upheaval, conflict with the US or for any other reason, Russia 

loses such a partner. Finally, Moscow also wants to maintain the international non-proliferation 

regime and prevent arms race in the region. This is evident in Russia’s efforts to keep the North’s 

pursuits of the nuclear weapon in check. It was Gorbachev – albeit with some influence from the 

U.S. – who convinced Kim Jung Il to sign the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in December 1985 

and agreed to provide four light-water nuclear power reactors in exchange.74 Back in the 1990s, 

Russia also strongly supported the process of signing the North-South Joint Declaration on the 

Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula that took place in December 1991.75 North Korea that 

possesses nuclear arsenal is clearly perceived as direct threat to Russia. For all these reasons, 

Moscow has long wanted North Korea to abandon its nuclear program. The historical records 

indicate that Russia has been taking much effort to see this happen.  

1-2. Economic interests  

Another dimension of the national interest is economic benefits. Russia wants to remain involved 

in the Korean peninsula for economic purposes because it would support economic development 

of Russia’s Far East regions76. Far East regions are rich in natural resources, particularly energy 

resources, and it has been a priority of Russian authorities to develop the area as a strategy to 
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boost the country’s overall economic growth and improve Russia’s competitiveness at the global 

market. Economic projects running through the Korean peninsula can also help Russia to be 

more integrated in the Asia-Pacific region, which has long been viewed an important goal. The 

Russian government has therefore been explicitly discussing this objective with both Koreas and 

China. The idea was to combine Russia’s technical knowledge, South Korean investment and 

North Korean labor.77 A major economic project that has been under discussion for years is the 

Trans-Siberian Railroad or the so called “Iron Silk Road”, which would merge Russia’s and both 

Koreas’ railroads to transport freight from Europe to South Korea at a lower cost compared to 

sea. Other possible large scale projects are energy cooperation and special economic zones. 

Russia, being the largest oil and gas exporter in the world78, is particularly interested in the 

implementation of energy projects whereby Russia could supply gas to South Korea via the 

North.79 Russia has already invested considerable amounts of funds into this venture. Putin has 

been pushing for this trilateral project since he took office in 2000. During his last meeting with 

Moon Jae-in in September 2017, Putin reiterated Russia’s interest in and potential of this project. 

Supply of gas to North East Asia through the DPRK is considered to be one of the most 

important Russia’s economic ventures in the Asia-Pacific region and a central piece in Russia’s 

policy towards the Korean peninsula.80 This idea is also reflected in Russia’s energy strategy 

developed in May 2003.81 This energy cooperation becomes even more relevant in light of the 

deterioration of relations between the West and Russia, which translates, inter alia, into sanctions 

imposed on Russia by European countries and the need to diversify gas exports. 
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1-3. Balancing between two Koreas  

Russia also wants to balance between two Koreas which makes multilateral mechanisms such as 

the six-party talks a convenient way to exert influence on both Koreas.82 Scholars who highlight 

this argument focus on Russia’s decision to pursue a more pragmatic approach to the peninsula83 

thus maintaining leverages over both Koreas. Russia does not want to damage economic 

relations with South Korea in exchange for political and military cooperation with the North. 

Instead, Moscow is attempting to maintain balanced relations with both. Russians believed that 

the loss of influence over the North and a tilt towards South Korea was a major reason for 

leaving out Russia’s interests during important international talks around the peninsula in the 

1990s. As a result, Russia began to reorient its foreign policy towards Koreas taking a more 

balanced approach in order to restore its position. Such a view makes a multilateral framework 

an optimal conduit for Russia to interact with both Koreas. Only by exerting influence on both 

Korean states can Moscow “remain in the game” and “retain a solid position with a future 

reunified Korea”. 84 This perspective further asserts that Moscow hopes to use the multilateral 

framework to prepare for the future unification on the peninsula. 

1-4. Great power ambitions  

Finally, Russia’s behavior towards the DPRK and countries that are closely involved in its 

nuclear issue has been dictated by Russia’s aspirations to restore its great power status. Although 

the new Russia was forced to face new realities as a weak state, Moscow has never abandoned its 
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great power aspirations. As early as 1993, the government developed a foreign policy concept 

which envisioned the inclusion of Russia into the international community as a great power.85 

Already at that time, political elite held fast to the idea of the nation’s greatness.  This idea has 

been a unifying theme guiding its foreign policies ever since.86 In an op-ed in December 1999, 

Vladimir Putin, who was the Chairman of the Russian government to become the president in 

subsequent years wrote, “Russia was and will be a great power given its geopolitical, economic 

and cultural characteristics”.87 In his later article “Russia and the Changing World”, Putin again 

asserted that Russia has “a unique place on the world political map”.88 This theme has been 

recurrent in Russian rhetoric and espoused at the highest levels and general public.   

Literature on the great power narrative has been developed by observers outside of Russia as 

well. Samuel Kim argues Russia continues to be “a contender for the category of world 

powers”89 and “the only truly Eurasian continental power”.90 It is the largest country on the 

planet and is the only one along with the U.S. that has access to the Atlantic and the Pacific 

oceans. He maintains that even in the era of globalization size is important in projecting power.91 

Furthermore, the Soviet successor is a permanent member of the UN Security Council and 

world's third largest military spender after the U.S. and China.92 It is also noteworthy that Russia 
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possesses 1,561 strategic nuclear warheads, which is roughly the same as the nuclear warhead 

inventory of the U.S.93 Thus, Russia’s nuclear capacity makes it the only county in the world that 

can ensure retaliation against the U.S.94   

The above suggests that Russia cannot be easily discarded. If the international community 

marginalizes Russia like it did in the 1990s, it can become a “spoiler” by pushing it towards the 

North and complicating the already highly tense and complex Korean situation.95 Therefore, 

many see Russia as a key player in the North East Asian region, along with the U.S., China and 

Japan and predict that Moscow has a role to play in the settlement of the Korean problem.96 

Although Russia has been mostly peripheral to the discourse on the North Korea issue, 

particularly in the 1990s, Evgeniy Bazhanov holds that its great power ambitions cause Moscow 

to be more engaged in the developments around the peninsula and it desires to “restore its 

influence and prestige” in the region.97   

These four streams of thoughts accurately capture and analyze Russia’s policies towards the 

North Korean nuclear issue and the Korean peninsula in general. These interpretations are 

sufficiently supported by empirical evidence. However, the existing literature overlooks why 

Russia has chosen the same strategy for the 24 years since the world has witnessed North 

Korea’s first nuclear crisis. Neither explanation is explicit with regards to why Moscow has been 
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consistent in proposing the multilateral framework and why it views the 6PT as a the most 

optimal way of dealing with the North Korean problem. 

2. North Korea in Russia’s official foreign policy since 1991 

The survey of all four Russia’s foreign policies reveals that North Korea always had a place in its 

foreign policy considerations. Yet, Moscow has predominately focused on the U.S, Europe and 

countries of the former Soviet Union from the early 1990s up until 2016, when Russia adopted 

its last foreign policy concept.98 The post-communist Russia initially sought cooperation with the 

U.S. and other western countries. Fighting the ideological war was now a thing of the past and 

the U.S. was no longer viewed as an adversary. Russia openly acknowledged economic and 

political superiority of the West, was ready to build new relations and learn from leading 

democratic and economically developed countries. It was willing to work closely with the U.S. 

on all the fronts, hoping the two could even eventually become allies. Cooperating with western 

countries was a way to redefine its role in the fundamentally new world order as well as a means 

to revive the troubled economy. In the Asia Pacific region too, Moscow acknowledged the U.S. 

presence and wanted cooperation with it. The first foreign policy concept mentioned the DPRK 

only once but clearly had a concern over the North’s nuclear armament and potential conflict on 

the peninsula.99 

When Vladimir Putin took office in 2000, the tone of the foreign policy had a visible shift. 

Russia showed concern over U.S. hegemony and strongly criticized the NATO expansion. Asia 

Pacific with its key players China and Japan continued to draw Russia’s attention and grew in 
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importance, whereas ASEAN countries presented good opportunities for cooperation.100 The 

second foreign policy also briefly discussed the tense situation on the peninsula and Russia’s 

intention to be involved in the settlement of the crisis. Eight years later, the new foreign policy 

paper had much continuation with the previous one: Russia had an interest in the Asia Pacific 

and the intention to be more integrated here.101 Similar to the previous years, North Korea was 

briefly mentioned in the context of the tensions on the peninsula and nuclear proliferation. It 

stressed the need to have a dialogue and ensure peace in the region.102 In 2016, Russia adopted 

its most recent foreign policy concept which acknowledged the dynamic development of the 

Asia Pacific and expressed Russia’s desire for more integration.103 North Korea was listed 

among the countries that Russia was set to maintain friendly relations with. It also hoped to see 

reduction of tensions on the peninsula, insisted on a nuclear-free Korean peninsula and pledged 

to take efforts to accomplish that.104  

Apart from these four foreign policy concepts, Russia had taken a Pivot to Asia strategy that the 

government began to pursue since 2014. While Russia has long considered Asia Pacific an 

important region as seen above and there have been attempts to have a “multi-vector” 
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diplomacy105, the trigger for developing Pivot to Asia was the crisis in Ukraine106 which created 

mistrust and tensions with the western world. It was announced soon after the U.S. Pivot to Asia 

policy. Russia’s new policy was meant to be an economic endeavor with the purpose of 

enhancing economic growth of its eastern regions that are weakly developed and sparsely 

populated. It was also an attempt to project influence in the Asia Pacific and work more closely 

with other regional players.107 Thus, we can see that North Korea was present in new Russia’s 

foreign policy papers from the beginning but was never given the same weight and priority as the 

West and post-Soviet republics. This makes another variable in helping understand Russia’s 

choice of multilateral approach to the North Korean nuclear problem.  

Russia’s policies to North Korea can be divided into three phases: Phase I (1991-1995); Phase II 

(1995-1999); and Phase III (2000-2016). The period in the research papers is divided into three 

parts because each one contains critical junctures which mark shifts in Russia’s strategic 

approach to the North. 

2-1. Phase I: 1991 – 1995: Deterioration of bilateral relations  

The first phase in the relations between the new Russia and the DPRK can be described as 

deterioration of relations almost on every front. Russia emerged as a substantially weakened state 

in the aftermath of the demise of the Soviet Union. It became significantly smaller in terms of 
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territory and population; lost the superpower status and instead found itself being a developing 

nation. Though Eurasian power, new Russia’s president Boris Yeltsin (1991-1999) focused his 

attention of improving relations with the West108 and its allies, which was largely a continuation 

of the policies undertaken by Mikhail Gorbachev (1985-1991). This period would later be 

dubbed as a period of “ultimate naiveté” and “romanticism” by Russian policy makers and 

scholars.109 Moscow began to distance itself from North Korea already under the Gorbachev 

administration. The tendency was intensifying under anti-communist Yeltsin.110 Although Russia 

needed stability and peace along its borders, the immediate threat was coming from the inside as 

the country was plagued with economic hardships and internal political turmoil. As a result, the 

Kremlin was no longer willing to preserve the same level of closeness with the DPRK that had 

existed in the Soviet era and the relations with the North were relegated to the background for 

some time. During that phase, the Republic of Korea (ROK) featured much more prominently in 

Russia’s foreign policy thinking in contrast with the DPRK. In fact, the new Russian government 

began to openly show their dislike towards the Stalinist regime of the North. Russia’s 

disinterestedness in and inability to continue to do the old business with the DPRK was 

manifested on many fronts, whereas the ideological bond that used to keep the two together was 

no longer in place. 

As the country began to transition to market economy, neither the Russian government, nor its 

new private sector saw much benefit in maintaining economic ties with the DPRK. In this 

context, bilateral economic cooperation began to worsen. Trade between Moscow and 
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Pyongyang was plummeting from $3.5 billion in 1988111 to $292 million in 1992 to $85 million 

in 1995.112 The inter-governmental committee on trade, economic and scientific cooperation 

ceased to function. The Soviet Union used to supply 0.85 million tons of crude oil per year, 

which the new Russia reduced to 0.2 million leading to serious shortages in the North Korean 

energy sector. The overall imports from Russia fell 40% in 1991 and continued to decline in the 

years to come.113 Such an abrupt disruption of the bilateral trade exposed North Korea’s 

tremendous economic dependence on the USSR/Russia and significantly contributed to the great 

famine throughout North Korea in 1994-1997. Russia could not afford to continue the Soviet 

trade policy underpinned by barter and subsidies to the North and wanted hard currency at world 

market prices for its products.114 The debt that the DPRK owned to Moscow had been 

accumulating and at some point reached a massive $11 billion which the regime was not keen on 

paying back. The Russian government was undertaking a number of reforms domestically and 

attempted to encourage Pyongyang to initiate reforms as well.115 However, the DPRK was intent 

on continuing to run the economy within the old parameters and disregarded any possibility of 

introducing reforms, which further contributed to the cooling to bilateral relations. The decline in 

economic relations translated into weakened Russia’s influence over the North, which could not 

go unnoticed by other powers. 
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Secondly, the new Russia suspended military cooperation. Arms exports to the North were 

halted. Joint naval exercises that were held every year ended for good.116 When Yeltsin visited 

South Korea in 1992, he stated that Russia no longer provided offensive weapon to the North and 

pledged not to supply nuclear technology and materials to the North.117 That same year, Moscow 

withdrew Russian scientists who were supporting military development there. Russia was ready 

to supply military equipment to any country, including South Korea, but not the DPRK, causing 

much anger and frustration among the North Korean leadership. In September 1996, Moscow 

shipped armaments to the ROK as part of the payment of its debt to the South. This further upset 

North Korea calling this move as an hostile act against the DPRK.118 On more than one occasion, 

the Russian government denied North’s requests to help with upgrading its armament. Finally, 

Moscow officially informed the DPRK that given the new realities Russia would not defend the 

DPRK under the Treaty that was concluded between the Soviets and North Koreans in1961. 

Furthermore, Russia’s diplomatic support was also dwindling. In September 1990, Moscow and 

Seoul – archenemies during the Cold War – normalized relations. This had a number of 

important ramifications for the inter-Korean relations and North Korea’s pursuit of nuclear 

program. The DPRK openly opposed and deeply resented Moscow’s recognition of the South.119 

In September 1990, Soviet Foreign Minister Shevardnadze visited Pyongyang but Kim Il Sung 

refused to meet him. Kim also refused to meet Russian new ambassador in 1991.120 To dissuade 

its ally to establish relations with Seoul, Pyongyang took many efforts, including blackmailing 
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Moscow and threatening to support Japan in its territorial dispute with Russia; the North Korean 

regime began to mention that it would develop weapons of mass destruction in light of Soviet 

betrayal and consider negotiations with the U.S. to establish diplomatic relations.121 The DPRK 

stated that normalization between Moscow and Seoul would end the DPRK-USSR alliance and 

mocked the relations between the ROK and the USSR as “diplomacy purchased by dollars”.122 

For the DPRK, the new diplomatic relations between Moscow and Seoul forced the DPRK to 

further enhance self-reliance, including in the military sense. An episode that captured the 

deterioration of relations between the two was the fact that the Yeltsin government expressed no 

condolence when Kim Il Sung died in 1994, which was done even by the U.S. and Japan.  

Another area where relations between the new Russia and the North were cooling was the 

nuclear energy. During the first North Korean nuclear crisis, Russia was engulfed in its own 

crises and the Yeltsin administration did not issue an official accusation.123 However, during the 

summit in June 1992, Yeltsin and Clinton issued a statement that called on the DPRK to respect 

International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) safeguards agreement and to stay with the NPT. 

Offended that Moscow joined the U.S. to pressure the North Korean regime, Pyongyang began 

to accuse Russia of disposing nuclear waste in the Sea of Japan. Russia was arguably 

contaminating the environment and breaking the international convention on the prevention of 

ocean dumping. The DPRK informed the UN Environmental Protection unit of Russia 
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“damaging the main fishing area” of North Korea and requested that the UN hold Russia 

accountable for breaking international norms.124  

Nuclear energy cooperation was also declining because the DPRK did not want to pay the $1.72 

million debt for the Soviet-supplied nuclear technology assistance.125 As a result, Russia 

suspended nuclear cooperation that included provision of fuel, training of Korean specialists, 

equipment, materials and other forms of technical assistance. Russia halted activities under the 

agreement to set up an atomic electrical power station in the North.126 In 1993, Pyongyang 

invited Russian specialists to participate in the exploitation of a cyclotron and requested the 

Russian government to supply fuel assemblies. However, the Russians turned down both 

requests in light of the DPRK’s intentions to withdraw from the NPT.127 

Although at that time, many officials and experts in Russia were skeptical about North Korea’s 

capacity to independently build up nuclear weapons, Moscow still attempted to persuade the 

DPRK to work with the IAEA, which turned out to be futile. The then Foreign Minister Andrei 

Kozyrev stated that nuclearization of the DPRK was a serious concern and a source of 

“irritation” due to the geographical proximity to the Russian borders and fearing the other 

countries would follow the suit and begin to create nuclear zones along Russia’s borders.128 
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One could sense deterioration of relations in the humanitarian sphere as well. After the DPRK 

was hit by natural disasters and was facing its Great Famine in the early 1990s, it made an appeal 

to the UN, Japan, South Korea and other states. When aid started coming into North Korea in 

1995, it was the U.S that was the largest donor. In 1998, the U.S provided emergency aid worth 

$173, which was over 50% of the total assistance; in 1999, the U.S. increased aid covering 85% 

of total assistance.129 The U.S. was also the largest food aid donor followed by China and South 

Korea.130 The former patron – Moscow – reportedly sent some food and medicine in 1997.131 

Still, it was hardly comparable to the overall assistance provided by the international community 

in response to the food crisis using multilateral and bilateral channels. 

To sum up, transformations sweeping through Russia that started with Mikhail Gorbachev’s 

“new thinking” and “openness” reforms were increasingly distancing the once close allies. As 

the North Korean leadership was observing changes in Kremlin’s foreign policies, including 

towards the Korean peninsula, it came to realization that the new Russia was no longer its 

ideological, military and political ally.132 During this phase, contacts between Moscow and 

Pyongyang were rare. The two signed only two major agreements133, which speaks to the 

weakness of the bilateral relations.   

In this context, Russia, both Koreas, and other countries involved in the dealings with North 

Korea were increasingly aware that Moscow’s leverages over the North were substantially 
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weakened.134 This was a major reason why Moscow’s efforts to be included in the discourse 

around the Korean peninsula were met with reluctance by others. 

The Agreed Framework between the U.S. and the DPRK concluded in 1994 not only merely 

excluded Russia but also disregarded its voice and interests. In 1985, the Soviet Union and North 

Korea concluded an agreement on nuclear cooperation for peaceful use. According to the 

agreement, Moscow was to supply, inter alia, light-water reactors and construct nuclear power 

stations. In response to DPRK’s announcement to leave the NPT, Russia suspended that 

agreement. Meantime, the U.S. pushed for the Agreed Framework and the Korean Peninsula 

Energy Development Organization (KEDO), set up by the U.S., Japan and South Korea to 

implement provisions of the Agreed Framework in March 1995. The Agreed Framework 

effectively cancelled the previously existing Russia-DPRK cooperation in at least two ways. 

First of all, KEDO membership of the new institution was extended to ten others including the 

EU, Canada, and Indonesia. Nineteen other non-member states contributed material and financial 

resources.135 Russia had never been part of it. Russia was eventually offered to join the KEDO as 

a party to reprocess or store the spent nuclear fuel. However, Russia strongly rejected this 

proposal to be a “second-rate member”.136 Secondly, under its 1985 agreement with the North, 

Russia and the DPRK agreed on the construction of power stations in the Sinp’o area. When the 

Agreed Framework and the KEDO initiative were put in place, among the major provisions 

were: a) to construct nuclear power stations in the same area where Russia and the DPRK had 

already plans to construct stations; and b) supply the same technology that Russia was initially 

planning to supply under the 1985 agreement. Construction of two power stations – Russian and 
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KEDO – was unfeasible practically and technically from the safety perspective.137 As a 

consequence, the KEDO deprived Russia of its market. During the Soviet era, Moscow was the 

major supplier of nuclear technology. Following the creation of the KEDO, Russia’s proposal to 

provide light-water reactors was quickly rejected and South Korea replaced Russia. The U.S. 

therefore essentially cancelled the Soviet-DPRK agreement, a gesture that was interpreted as 

“considerable disrespect” and “political damage” to Russia.138 This frustration with being 

“squeezed out” was manifested in Russia’s criticism of the Agreed Framework, finding many 

shortcomings of the agreement and accusing that it could adversely affect the entire non-

proliferation regime.139 Years later, Russians continued to criticize the Agreed Framework, 

predicting it was doomed to fail as the U.S. had no political will to adhere to it, interfered in the 

North’s internal affairs disrespecting its sovereignty and violating some of its provisions. While 

Russians welcomed the North’s decision to return to the NPT as a result of the Agreed 

Framework, it was still considered to be achieved “at the expense of Russian national 

interests”.140   

Russia was not just excluded from U.S-DPRK talks, but its ideas were also overlooked. On 

March 24, 1994, Russia proposed to hold a multilateral conference that would involve the 

DPRK, the ROK, Russia, the U.S, China, the UN and the IAEA.141 Moscow’s intention behind 
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the proposal was to reinstate the role of a major player in the issue.142  However, none of the 

parties, including the DPRK, supported it. 

Another major event in 1996 which triggered much indignation in the Russian government was 

the Four-Party talks. Set up by the U.S., both Koreas and China to reduce tensions on the 

peninsula, it again excluded Russia. Russia’s Ambassador to the ROK Georgiy Kunadze called 

the four-party talks a “propaganda exercise” by the U.S. and South Korea and called for 

inclusion of Moscow.143 Similar to the 1994 Agreed Framework, Russia’s complaints about 

being sidelined fell on deaf ears. The four-party talks were particularly seen and feared by some 

Russian elite as American attempt to “convert Moscow’s former ally to its side”.144 Russia’s 

Ambassador to North Korea Valery Denisov stated that the U.S. “without considering Russian 

interests, has launched a wide-ranging offensive aimed at increasing its influence” in the 

North.145   

The annals of negotiations with the DPRK also contain an attempt of the short-lived three-party 

talks between the U.S., China and North Korea. Russia was not invited again. The three-party 

talks were initiated when the DPRK withdrew from the NPT in 2003. They were proposed and 

hosted by China on April 23-25, but stalled almost immediately after conception due to 

disagreements between the U.S. and the DPRK.146 One of the outcomes of the talks was Bush 

administration’s insistence on participation of South Korea and Japan in the future negotiations. 
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As Russia was recuperating from the tragedy of the fall of the Soviet Union, it was seeking to 

redefine its identity and find a new niche in the world. The loss of power accompanied by the 

decline in economic, military, political as well as ideational resources were causing skepticism 

about Russia’s utility that was shared by many, including the “target state” DPRK itself. During 

those years, it was easy to bypass Russia and only by 2003, after almost a decade of exclusion, 

Russia was invited to the six-party negotiation process. 

2-2. Phase II: 1995-1999: First attempts to rebalance  

During Phase II, Russia began to take first attempts to restore relations with the DPRK that had 

substantially declined in Phase I. There were several reasons why Russia had to rethink its 

policies. First of all, the parties involved in the North Korean issue took notice of the 

deterioration of relations between Russia and the DPRK which lead to a significant decrease of 

influence over the latter. As described earlier, this factor would significantly affect other powers’ 

calculations about consulting with Moscow and they would ultimately choose to exclude Russia 

when dealing with North Korea. Aleksei Mitrofanov, Chairman of the Parliament Committee on 

Geopolitics, stated in 1996: 

The current situation [in Korea] vividly demonstrates the complete fiasco of Russia’s policy on 

the Peninsula. The problems vitally important for Russia are solved without considering our 

interests and even without our participation. . .  Being sure that a passive position in an issue of 

such an importance to our country is unacceptable, we consider it necessary to resume the high-

level dialogue with the DPRK in the nearest future.147 
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Among other proposals, Mitrofanov urged to maintain high level exchanges and stop officially 

criticizing the North.148 His statement above captures the sentiments that were becoming 

prevalent among political elite although not without resistance from other factions. It 

demonstrates that although Russia was greatly constrained by its weakness, it was not going to 

remain silent and passive with regards to the North Korean nuclear problem. Secondly, towards 

the end of the 1990s, Russia was becoming more disillusioned with the West. Developments 

such as the NATO expansion and the war in Yugoslavia in 1999 were reinforcing Russia’s fears 

of U.S. intentions and Russia began to seek rapprochement with old allies including the DPRK. 

Both Moscow and Pyongyang found themselves on the same page condemning what looked like 

U.S. interventions in sovereign states and American hegemonic ambitions. Meantime, the growth 

of conservative and nationalist forces mixed with communist factions within Russia criticized 

president Boris Yeltsin for a strong tilt forwards the West and its allies and called for 

diversification of Russia’s foreign policy. Gennadyi Seleznev, a Parliament member representing 

a communist party, after a high profile trip to the DPRK, called on reengaging with its old ally 

even if it meant providing Soviet style aid again.149    

On top of this, Phase II saw souring of relations between Russia and South Korea. There was 

much expectation following the normalization of diplomatic relations between Russia and the 

ROK in 1990. Initially, Moscow had clearly demonstrated its preference to the rapidly 

developing, democratizing South over the North. Over time, however, this euphoria was 

evaporating. First of all, Moscow was having a difficulty repaying the debt to Seoul inherited 

from the Soviet times. As a consequence, Seoul suspended providing the remaining half of the 

                                                           
148 Vasily V. Mikheev, "Russian Policy Towards Korean Peninsula after Yeltsin's Re-Election as President." The 
Journal of East Asian Affairs 11, no. 2 (1997): 370. 
149 Moltz, p.199.  



42 
 

loan. Secondly, South Korean investment in Russia was far below of Moscow’s expectations 

dashing its hopes for obtaining much needed capital. Dishonesty shown by some South Korean 

businesspeople further added to Russia’s disappointment with the South.150 As if this was not 

enough, there was also a spying incident in 1998 in Russia over which Russian officials arrested 

a South Korean diplomat and later deported him along with several diplomats. Seoul responded 

likewise and South Korean Foreign Minister resigned. The cooling relations between the two 

became therefore another variable causing Moscow to reconsider its policies towards the North. 

From 1996 onwards, Russia began to develop “separate” political strategies towards the ROK 

and the DPRK.151 As a result of all of this, Moscow realized that it needed to thaw “frozen”152 

relations with the North and resume support if it wanted to remain an important player on the 

peninsula. These international events together with intensifying domestic sentiments pushed the 

old allies closer to each other. During Phase II, it was not only Russia’s officials who were 

articulating the need to change the attitude towards the North. Media and scholars were also 

participating in the discourse. For example, the Institute of the Far East of the Russian Academy 

of Sciences held an academic conference on Russo-Korean relations in November 1995.153 Some 

prominent scholars called for prompt repair of relations with Pyongyang as a deterrent vis-à-vis 

the U.S.154 Thus, given the context in Phase II, the Russian government began to alter language, 

use a friendlier tone, resume political contacts and took other steps towards rapprochement with 

the North.  
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To improve the overall relations, Russia began with attempts to revive economic ties. In the early 

1995, officials from Russia’s Far East regions visited the DPRK. Russians and North Koreans 

were discussing economic projects such as the Rajin-Songbong free economic zone, joint 

enterprises in textiles, timber-cutting, tourism, finishing155 as well as projects in North Korea that 

came about with Soviet help. Several protocols and agreements committing the two to work 

together were signed during that visit. A Russian private company, Russian-Korean Trade 

House, began to advance ideas on how to get economic cooperation back on track with the 

support from the First Vice Prime Minister Bolshakov as well as support from North Korean 

officials.156 In April 1996, the Russian government sent a delegation headed by the Deputy Prime 

Minister Vitalii Ignatenko. It was the highest level visit since the demise of the Soviet Union157 

that carried a personal letter from Boris Yeltsin who conveyed readiness to improve bilateral 

relations based on “mutual respect, equality and cooperation”. Ironically, Kim Jong Il did not 

meet the Russian delegation, nor sent a reply to Yeltsin expecting him to lose the coming 

presidential elections.158 Regardless of that, Russians and North Koreans discussed many 

different areas where the two could potentially work together: light industry, transportation, 

communication, the use of North Korean laborers in Russia’s Far East regions and many 

others.159 The Russian leadership began to reconsider military cooperation with the North, which 

in was halted in Phase I. In August, Russia’s Foreign Ministry put forward a proposal of signing 

a new interstate treaty to replace the 1961 alliance treaty signed between the Soviet Union and 

the DPRK.160 The decision to replace the treaty was not unanimous among Russians. Some 
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officials and experts insisted on extending – rather than replacing – the 1961 treaty and going 

back to the relations that existed between the Soviet Union and the DPRK.161 Nonetheless, 

Russia decided to have a new treaty and the negotiations took over four years. Although it was 

clear that Moscow was not going to unconditionally protect its former ally, it still cautiously 

stated:  

In accordance with the existing treaty between the USSR and the DPRK, Russia will render 

assistance to North Korea in the event of an unprovoked aggression against it, but will make a 

decision about [such assistance] only on the basis of its own analysis.162 

The new treaty would be far short of an alliance treaty but nonetheless help Russia to create a 

“security belt”.163 That year, members of the Russian parliament paid several visits to 

Pyongyang, noting that Russia needed to reassess the “failed” policies to the peninsula and 

restore its influence.164 In spring 1996, Russia and the DPRK held the first meeting of the 

Russian-North Korean intergovernmental commission for trade.165 In autumn of that year, two 

countries signed an agreement on cultural and scientific cooperation that would lay foundation 

for further agreements.166 By 1997, Moscow and Pyongyang seemed to re-established contacts. 

In May 1997, another Russia’s parliament delegation headed by Vladimir Lukin, chairman of the 

State Duma International Affairs Committee visited the DPRK to hold discussions with North 

Korean counterparts; in June, another similar trip by parliament members took place.167 In 

February 1998, Vice Chairman of the Russian Communist party Konstantin Nikolayev 
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confirmed the intention of communists in Russia to maintain relations with the North and its 

regime.168   

While attempting to mend the relations with the DPRK, Moscow was at the same time calling on 

other powers to take it into consideration. Frustrated at its exclusion, Russia continued to propose 

the idea of an international conference with the participation of relevant international 

organizations and states. When Russia’s Foreign Minister Yevgeniy Primakov visited Seoul in 

1997, he highlighted that Russia could play a positive role in the settlement of the Korean issue: 

[Russia] can positively influence the situation of the Korean peninsula, based on two factors: first 

of all, relationships with both Korean states, which other countries involved in the process of 

inter-Korean regulation lack; and secondly, the degree of development of relationships between 

Russia and the U.S., China and Japan which would allow to coordinate settlement of the Korean 

problem.169 

After Valery Denisov was appointed Russia's Ambassador to the DPRK, Vice-Minister of 

Foreign Affairs Grigory Karasin said of him that Denisov would be able to “eliminate obstacles 

in the way to development of the Russia-DPRK relationship”.170 Later in Beijing, on his way to 

the DPRK, Karasin stated that “Moscow is going to play a more active role in issues of the 

Korean peninsula”.171 While at times, Russia overstated its importance, it was clear it had the 

intention to be involved. This was somewhat reflected in Moscow’s endorsement of South 

Korea’s new Sunshine policy. In May 1999, Kim Dae Jung met with Boris Yeltsin and obtained 
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endorsement of the policy. 172 Yeltsin also supported Kim Dae Jung’s idea of inviting the DPRK 

as a “guest” in APEC.  

Phase II was also a period when Russia and North Korea attempted to launch joint economic 

projects. In 1996, the two tried to follow up on projects that were discussed in early 1995. Some 

of the projects under consideration involved other countries including South Korea and European 

countries that signed letters of intent with the DPRK.173 In 1997, the DPRK took a rare step to 

lease the whole area to a Russian company. So during this phase, Russia began to actively look 

for ways to promote economic ties. However, none of the investment projects would eventually 

prove successful.174 

Thus, we observe that in the period of mid-1990s to 1999, the Russian government was serious 

about being a party to the North Korean issue. Under pressures coming from the disappointment 

with the West and its allies and increase of conservative forces within, Moscow took a number of 

measures to improve the bilateral relations with the DPRK, which had cooled down in the early 

1990s. The clear shift in Russia’s attitude towards the North was manifested in the re-

establishment of the political dialogue, increased number of contacts officials as well as attempts 

to enhance economic cooperation. The number of agreements signed in Phase II reflects these 

changes: having increased from two in Phase I to 12 bilateral agreements by 1999.  

2-3. Phase III: 2000 – 2016: Putin era and new pragmatism towards both Koreas 

Since Phase II, it was widely believed in Moscow that its distancing from Pyongyang in the 

1990s was a major reason why Russia was excluded from important international negotiations 
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concerning the Korean peninsula.175 In 2000, when Vladimir Putin took office, his government 

was intent on rectifying that and determined to pursue a “balanced” policy towards both Koreas. 

The new government therefore took a much more pragmatic stance towards the peninsula and 

that marked a turning point in Russia’s foreign policy towards the North.176 That year, Russia 

and the DPRK signed a Treaty of Friendship, Good Neighborhood, Cooperation and Mutual 

Assistance. Although, the treaty did not contain a military clause like the Soviet agreement of 

1961, it was nonetheless significant because it was a testimony to full normalization of the 

bilateral relations. Russia and the DPRK continued to have concerns about U.S. hegemony in the 

form of NATO enlargement and enhanced anti-missile defense capabilities including in North 

East Asia. Some Russian pundits believe that during that phase, Russia’s foreign minister 

induced the North Korean regime to see the value of the ASEAN regional forum and encouraged 

it to join it.177 

President Putin visited the DPRK on July 19-20, 2000, four months after his election. It was the 

first visit to Pyongyang by Russia’s head of state in history of the Russo-North Korean relations. 

It was also the first visit paid by a foreign leader personally invited by Kim Jong Il and the first 

one that resulted in an international document signed by Kim since he came to power.178 Many 

Russian experts hailed the visit as the “real turning point”179 and a “breakthrough” that restored 

the bilateral relations. The visit was also described by Russians as one that helped to “break 

North Korea’s diplomatic isolation”180. The joint declaration, seen as foundation for bilateral 
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relations, signaled the two wanted to improve relations and cooperate in areas from trade to 

security. North Korea also supported Russia’s idea of building a multipolar world and advancing 

multilateral cooperation. The two pledged not to join any efforts that would be targeted against 

each other. While their joint declaration had no mentioning of the U.S. and its allies, emphasis on 

sovereign right to choose own way of political, economic and social development, criticism of 

outside interference and deployment of the Theatre Missile Defense system in the region181 

implied the two were ready to work together to oppose the West. During the summit, Kim Jong 

Il assured Putin that North’s missile programs were intended only for peaceful purposes. The 

joint declaration stated that the North’s “missile program does not pose any threat to anybody but 

is purely peaceful in its nature”.182 Kim also pledged the North was willing to shut down its 

missile program if other countries provided rocket boosters. Russia was quick to call on those 

“other countries” to provide rocket boosters. Putin and Kim agreed that the DPRK would stop 

manufacturing missiles if Russia launched two or three satellites per year on behalf of the DPRK. 

This idea initially was welcomed by Madeleine Albright but did not materialize after Bush took 

office.183 During the summit, Putin reiterated that the settlement of the Korean issue required the 

efforts of all six counties. It was also the first time when Russia advanced the idea of the 

economic project which would include both Koreas and Russia, sending a message to the outside 

powers that Russia was now going to compete with them economically. The Russian side also 

declared it was willing to take the role of a main mediator between Pyongyang and Seoul.184  
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Kim Jong Il returned a visit to Moscow in July-August 2001, which marked the second meeting 

between two leaders. It was his first visit to a post-communist Russia. Their third meeting took 

place in Vladivostok, Russia, in August 2002, where Putin stated that Russia would not support 

any anti-DPRK international coalitions nor U.S. efforts to overthrow regimes.185 The amicable 

relations between Putin and Kim Jong Il played a positive role in improving relations between 

the two countries. “Our Friendship Will Be Forever” was a frequently aired song on the North 

Korean national TV channel that contained the names of Kim and Putin and epithets describing 

their friendship.186 From Russia’s perspective, these personal relations between two leaders were 

also a factor enhancing other countries’ respect for Russia.187   

In addition to the summits, there were numerous other meetings between North Koreans and 

Russians. For instance, Konstantin Pulikovsky, Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary Representative 

of Russia’s President to Far East Federal district, accompanied Kim Jong Il during his 24-day 

trip to Russia in 2001. He was said to be a frequent guest of Kim.188 In 2005, Pulikovsky upon 

returning from the DPRK conveyed that the North was ready to return to the NPT and abandon 

its nuclear program if it received security guarantees. Russia's ambassador to North Korea 

Andrei Karlov would have a few personal meetings with Kim. Russia’s Foreign Minister went to 

Pyongyang in July 2002. Head of the Far East Military District and the Governor of St.  

Petersburg visited the DPRK in April. Moscow Mayor went to the North in December, whereas 

the Minister of Railways in October-November.189 
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So starting the year 2000, Russia was more intentional about improving relations with the DPRK 

compared to the previous phases. During that period, some Russian experts complained that the 

West was underestimating Russia’s ability to influence the North Korean regime. Aleksandr 

Vorontsov, for instance, wrote:  

Western media sources often ignore the fact that the strength and intensity of high-level Russian-

North Korean dialogue is unmatched by any other country’s influence in Pyongyang…Russia’s 

importance is often downplayed or misunderstood.190  

North Korea reciprocated and a number of Korean officials paid visits to Russia. Chairman of the 

Supreme People’s Assembly came to Moscow in March 2002; Deputy Chairman of the Ministers 

Cabinet came to Far East region in April; North Korea’s Foreign Minister went to Moscow and 

Far East in May; Chairman of Pyongyang People’s Committee came to Moscow in January 2002 

and February 2003. There were also exchanges by different delegations such as one from the 

DPRK’s Ministry of the People’s Ministry in October 2002; a delegation from the Air Forces in 

November; a delegation of DPRK’s Main Department for Atomic Energy in April and one from 

the Academy of Science.191 

In July 2004, Russia’s Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov went to Pyongyang after having visited 

Seoul. The central theme in the discussions in both Koreas was the North Korean nuclear 

program. In Pyongyang, Lavrov delivered a personal reply from Putin to Kim Jong Il, who sent a 

letter to Putin earlier. Russia insisted on the North's return to the NPT and again offered a 

“package approach” which included denuclearization, provision of security guarantees, and 

economic assistance that could be implemented within the six-party talks. There was much 

                                                           
190 Ibid, p.364.  
191 Ibid, p.365. 



51 
 

optimism and expectation from that multilateral framework. At the same time, Russia defended 

North Korea’s pursuits of peaceful nuclear energy and attempted to show that Russia was a 

friend and a well-wisher. Russia’s provision of humanitarian aid through the UN World Food 

Program in the form of 35,000 tons of grain after an accident at one of the railway stations in the 

North was one of the ways.192 

By 2005, Russia and the DPRK signed around 40 intergovernmental and interdepartmental 

agreements covering a range of areas including air communication, trade, navigation satellites 

and so forth.193 This is not to suggest however that the bilateral relations during this phase had 

been constantly high. While there were many political contacts between Russians and North 

Koreans, there were also instances, when the DPRK showed little interest in working with 

Russians. In April 2009, for example, Russia’s Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov wanted to convey 

another personal letter from Russia’s President Dmitryi Medvedev but was unable to meet Kim 

Jung Il during his visit to the Pyongyang.194 There were many instances when Russian officials 

were irritated by the North’s provocations and complicating the relations between Russia and the 

West. There were also times when Russians tried to talk North Koreans out of provocations but 

those attempts were ineffective. 

During this phase, Russia tried to use what seemed to be improved bilateral relations and 

undertook efforts to show an understanding posture and sympathy towards the North. Moscow 

mediated between the DPRK and the outside world with the goal of creating conditions for 
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dialogue among the stakeholders and establishing a role of a catalyzer. Russia appeared to 

understand the North’s logic behind its aggressive behavior and believed it could convey 

messages from the North to others. Hence, an intention to be a mediator between North Korea 

and either the ROK, the U.S. or Japan was declared in several international settings.195 At the 

Okinawa G8 summit in 2000, Putin stated that the DPRK was willing to freeze its missile 

program in exchange for international cooperation.196 Reportedly Russia helped to hold talks 

between Japan and the DPRK in September 2002. It underlined that the summit was largely a 

result of Moscow’s efforts197 and Koizumi expressed his appreciation to Putin for facilitating the 

Japan-North Korea dialogue. In July that year, Russia’s Foreign Minister Ivanov helped to 

organize a brief informal meeting between the U.S. Secretary of State Collin Powell and North 

Korea’s Foreign Minister Paek Nam-Sun.198 In 2003, during the U.S.-Russia summit at Camp 

David, Putin defended North Korea’s position by calling the U.S. to provide security guarantees. 

Russia opposed the inclusion of the DPRK nuclear problem in the joint communique of ASEAN 

summits. In the same manner, it opposed the decision of the IAEA to refer the North Korean 

nuclear issue to the UN Security Council.199 In January 2003, Moscow sent the “package 

proposal” to the North on resolving the nuclear crisis upon South Korea’s request. The proposal 

however was never put into action.200  
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Many Russian scholars share the conviction that Russia could be an acceptable mediator for the 

DPRK since it does not have an hostile policy towards the North and has neither capacity nor 

desire to meddle into its internal affairs.201 Alexandr Panov, Russia’s former Ambassador to the 

ROK and later to Japan, was conveying Russia’s position, stating that it could become a 

mediator in settling the conflict between two Koreas. Thus, Russia’s mediation rhetoric and 

actions indicate that it insisted on being a stakeholder in the issue.  

Since Putin was elected president in 2000, relations between the DPRK and Russia have 

normalized and remained stable up to 2016. In the third phase discussed in the research, Russia 

and the DPRK reached 24 agreements,202 which stands in stark contrast with the two agreements 

signed during phase I and double the number of agreements concluded in phase II (figure 3). 

This increase in the agreements alone is indicative of Russia’s intention to work on the 

improvement of relations with the North.  

Figure 3. Agreements reached between Russia and the DPRK in different phases 

 Phase I: 1990-1995 Phase II: 1996-1999 Phase III: 2000-2014 

# of agreements  2 12 24 

Source: Russia’s Embassy to the DPRK 
 

While focused on enhancing relations with the DPRK, Russia nonetheless was not concealing its 

displeasure with North’s provocations. In 2012-2013, Russia openly criticized North Korea’s 

continuous pursuits to build up its nuclear program and conduct tests. Many of the bilateral 

events and meetings were cancelled. Moscow also postponed a meeting of the inter-
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governmental commission.203 Although Russia showed it was upset about the North’s nuclear 

program development, it at the same time signaled good-neighbor relations were important to 

Moscow. To this end, the Russian government sent a congratulatory note on the liberation of 

Korea on August 15, 2013. Putin also congratulated Kim Jung Un on the 65th anniversary of 

establishment of the DPRK in September. Foreign Ministers of both countries congratulated each 

other on the 65th anniversary of the establishment of diplomatic relations.204 In July, first deputy 

ministers of both foreign ministers held a meeting in Moscow. A few months earlier, Chairman 

of People’s Assembly of the DPRK attended the opening ceremony of the Winter Olympic 

Games held in Sochi, where he briefly met Putin and other Russian officials. In March, Russia’s 

Minister in charge of the development of Far Eastern regions visited Pyongyang. In April, 

Russia’s President Envoy to Far Eastern region also went to Pyongyang to meet several Korean 

officials. During 2013-2014, Russia provided humanitarian aid through international 

organizations in the form of wheat flour, 50 fire trucks, and medical supplies.205 A little earlier, 

in May 2012, Putin showed a generous gesture by ratifying an agreement on forgiving 90% of 

the nearly $11 billion of North Korea's debt that had been accumulating since the 1950s.206  

The discussion of the three phases in Russia’s policies towards the DPRK illustrates that Russia 

took a tangibly new approach after Vladimir Putin became president. This shift was not a 

radically new orientation however. The seeds of the new approach to the North were planted 

already by the Yeltsin government that came to realization that Russia could be easily 
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disregarded when it lost all means to influence the North. Putin managed to build rapport with 

Kim Jong Il and launched several large-scale projects with the intention to develop economic 

links with both Koreas and be more integrated in the region. The idea was not only to develop its 

Far East regions but also to acquire political instruments to influence the North Korean nuclear 

problem and beyond. While there are records of successful exchanges and dialogue between 

Moscow and Pyongyang, Russian capacity to shape developments in its eastern neighborhood 

and tame the North’s ambitions to establish itself as a nuclear power were limited. This 

necessitated Russia to take efforts to sustain the 6PT and continue to call on its members to 

resume it when it reached a deadlock.  

V. RUSSIA’S APPROACH TO SIX-PARTY TALKS 

1. Pattern in Russia’s Response  

The table below covers the period from 1993, when the first North Korean nuclear crisis 

occurred, up to September 2017, when the North held its last, sixth nuclear tests. From this table, 

we can discern the following consistent pattern in Russia’s response to Pyongyang’s military 

activities.  

The responsibility of the U.S. Russia has been outspoken about the U.S. responsibility for 

escalating tensions on the Korean peninsula. It is widely believed in Russia that North Korea is a 

weak state that faces powerful opponents and has reasonable fears for its survival. Alexander 

Zarubin cites an old Chinese proverb “a frightened cat becomes a tiger” when describing North 

Korea’s behavior.207 Moscow has blamed the U.S. and its allies for forcing the DPRK “into the 

corner” as they hold regular large-scale military exercises near the DPRK borders as well as use 
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threatening rhetoric, epitomized in inclusion of the North in the list of “axis of evil” states. Putin 

has accused the U.S. of the heavy-handed approaches during negotiations on several occasions. 

Moscow has been pointing to the survival logic of North Korea’s nuclear program and arguing 

that DPRK’s security should be guaranteed first before the regime would abandon its nuclear 

program.208 Russians see that without security assurance, the North has to acquire nuclear 

capabilities for defense purposes. Moreover, Russians believe that the U.S. is using the North 

Korean issue as a pretext to build up its military in the region. For this reason, Russia, along with 

China was opposing the deployment of THAAD in South Korea. 

Support of the watered-down UN sanctions. From the outset, Russia has been reluctant to impose 

sanctions that would undermine the regime, often describing sanctions and other forms of 

pressure on the North as counterproductive. Yet, in the face of flagrant violations of international 

norms, Russia has supported UN sanctions against the DPRK. However, along with China, 

Russia in a sense continued to protect the North by limiting the impact of UN resolutions. The 

Foreign Minister Andrei Kozyrev stated in 1994: “If the DPRK remains stubborn and inflexible, 

refuses to cooperate with the IAEA, and withdraws from the NPT, then sanctions will be 

unavoidable. We are in favor of their gradual introduction”.209 The Russians always made sure 

that the UN resolutions exclude the use of UN military force that is possible under Chapter VII, 

Article 42. Beside, Moscow has not supported unilateral sanctions outside the UNSC, calling 

them “illegitimate”.210 
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Only peaceful solutions. When it comes to any issues around the Korean peninsula, Russia is a 

staunch proponent of peace. It has consistently called for diplomatic and political solutions to the 

North Korean crisis. The military, the government, media and expert community in Russia all 

assert that the North Korean problem can only be settled via a dialogue and political means.   

Russia condemns nuclear proliferation. Russia has never endorsed North Korea’s pursuits of the 

nuclear weapon. Since the first nuclear crisis, Russia has publicly condemned nuclear tests. As 

recent as September 2017, Putin stated: 

“We do not accept North Korea’s nuclear status. Pyongyang’s nuclear program flagrantly violates 

UNSC resolutions, undermines the non-proliferation regime, and creates security threat in North 

East Asia…Russia strongly condemns the launch of the recent ballistic rockets…and nuclear 

tests”.211  

While some may argue that the Soviets helped the North Koreans start their nuclear technology 

development, there is evidence to suggest that Moscow planned it to be used for peaceful 

purposes. The peaceful nature of scientific work was mentioned in various bilateral agreements. 

For example, one of the key agreements signed in 1956 had an objective of cooperation in the 

field of peaceful use of nuclear energy.212 The 1985 agreement on provision of technical 

assistance to the DPRK stipulated that nuclear materials and equipment “shall not be used for the 

production of nuclear weapons or nuclear explosive devices, nor shall they be used to attain any 

military goal”, and that they “will be safeguarded by the IAEA”.213 Non-proliferation of weapons 

of mass destruction has long been Russia’s official foreign policy goal, as evident in Russia 

                                                           
211 Kremlin, "Заявления Для Прессы По Итогам Российско-Японских Переговоров" (Outcome of the Russo-
Japanese Negotiations: Statement for Press), 2017, accessed 15 December 2017, 
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joining international sanctions against not only North Korea but also Iran. Not only the nuclear 

proliferation undermines Russia’s security, its spread also “significantly devalues Russia’s role 

and influence in the world”.214 

Six-party talks. As mentioned earlier, in 1994, Moscow was the first one that proposed to hold an 

international conference with the participation of international organizations and relevant states. 

Although the proposal was not welcomed, ever since then, Russia has been repeating the calls to 

resume the six-party negotiations after each North Korean provocation. 

2. DPRK’s provocations and responses 

As the Kim Jung Il regime witnessed the collapse of the communist block and lost the Soviet 

military shield, it began to actively pursue its own nuclear program. Below are highlights of 

North Korea’s military activity and responses of the UN Security Council and Russia. 

Table 1. DPRK’s provocations and responses 

Date DPRK military 

action 

UN response  Russia’s response 

1993-

1994  

Threatens to 

withdraw from NPT  

UN Resolution urging 

DPRK not to withdraw 

from NPT 

No official response, but completely 

suspended nuclear cooperation with 

the DPRK; on March 24, 1994, 

Russia proposed a multilateral 

conference 

July 5, 

2006 

Launch of seven 

ballistic missiles 

July 15, UNSC 

Resolution 1695  

condemning tests 

Urged not to give into emotional 

reaction; supported UN resolution 

but made sure UN’s military action 

was not included; stated it held 

consultations with all the parties to 

6PT 

Oct 

2006 

First nuclear test; 

long range missile 

tests 

UNSC Resolution 

1718 imposing 

sanctions, calling to 

Called for stability and opposed the 

use of force; openly condemned but 

wanted to avoid escalation; criticized 

                                                           
214 Lukin, p.5.  
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 resume multilateral 

talks 

the U.S. for driving the DPRK into 

corner; urged the DPRK to return to 

6PT 

April 5, 

2009 

Long-range rocket 

test 

UNSC presidential 

statement condemning 

test 

Contributed to the draft of the 

statement; urged the DPRK to 

respect UNSC resolutions; but was 

against severe sanctions against the 

DPRK 

May 

25, 

2009 

Second underground 

nuclear test 

June 12, 2009 UNCS 

Resolution 1874, 

expressing strong 

condemnation and 

imposing stricter 

sanctions  

Expressed strong disappointment, 

deep regret and condemnation; fully 

in favor of “balanced” UN sanctions; 

but insisted on the dialogue, stated 

that the nuclear problem can be 

resolved only within 6PT; insisted 

on excluding military action 

July, 

2009 

Short-range missiles  Expressed “profound regret” but 

called other parties not to escalate 

the situation and called the DPRK to 

return to the negotiations 

March 

26, 

2010 

SK navy corvette 

incident  

(Cheonan), arguably 

sunk by a NK 

torpedo but NK 

denied 

UN presidential 

statement condemning 

the sinking but not 

accusing the DPRK 

Russian military conducted own 

investigation, but refused to share 

findings with the ROK, arguing it 

was intended for “internal analysis”. 

Russia neither refuted the ROK 

report nor supported it. Russia 

wanted to close the case asap.  

Nov 

23, 

2010 

Shelling of 

Yeonpyeong 

UNSC failed to 

produce a statement 

due to internal 

disagreements 

Harshly condemned the shelling but 

said it was provoked by the US-ROK 

military drills that took place nearby. 

Called for de-escalation of tensions 

and joined China in convening 6PT 

April 

12, 

2012 

Launch of three 

stage rocket but 

failed 

Statement by the 

President strongly 

condemning the launch 

Condemned 

Dec 

10-22, 

2012 

Launch of a rocket 

putting a satellite 

into orbit 

 Responded with “regret” and 

expressed willingness to continue the 

Korean settlement through 6PT; 

warned against military action  
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Feb 

2013 

Third underground 

nuclear test 

UN resolution 2094 

imposing stricter 

sanctions  

Condemned, calling for ‘nuclear-free 

peninsula’, warned against military 

action, called for 6PT.  

January 

6, 2016 

Fourth nuclear test UNSC Resolution 

2270,  

strengthening 

sanctions, supporting 

the resumption of 6PT 

Expressed grave concern, supported 

UN resolution 

Sept 9, 

2016 

Fifth nuclear test Resolution 2321, 

strengthening 

sanctions, 

supporting the 6PT 

Ready to coordinate international 

response; committed to political and 

diplomatic resolution; support for 

6PT 

Sept 2, 

2017 

Sixth nuclear test Resolution 2375 Urging the DPRK to return to the 

negotiations 

Sources: Joo and Kwak 2014; BBC 2017; UN Security Council 2006, 2016, 2017; CNN 2017; Rozhkov 

2003; Bazhanov 2000; Li 2000; Guterres 2017; Russia’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2006a, 2006b, 2009, 

2008a, 2016a, 2017. 

3. Six-party talks 

Following the meeting with Japan’s Prime Minister Shinzo Abe on April 27, 2017, Vladimir 

Putin stated: 

We are calling on all states involved in regional affairs to refrain from belligerent rhetoric and 

have a calm, constructive dialogue. Our common task is to resume the six-party talks as soon as 

possible.215   

Ten years earlier, in 2007, Putin said the following:  

We are actively working within the six-party negotiations…and our stance towards this quite 

complicated issue has been very productive as Russia’s contribution helped to accomplish some 

                                                           
215 Vladimir Putin, Заявления для прессы по итогам российско-японских переговоров (Statement for press on 
the outcomes of Russo-Japanese negotiations), 2017, http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/54391 
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positive results…We always believed that it is important to take into consideration North Korean 

partners’ interests and ultimately reached agreements that were acceptable for all.216 

We observe that from 2003, when the 6PT were first introduced, to 2017, years after they got 

nowhere, Russia’s stance towards the 6PT remained unchangeable. Although it was Russia that 

first put forward a proposal to hold a multilateral conference during the first North Korean 

nuclear crisis, the six-party talks was essentially a U.S. idea. It was another attempt by the U.S. 

to deal with the DPRK. The bilateral negotiations undertaken by the Clinton team were seen as a 

“failure” by the Bush administration. This prompted Bush to change Clinton’s policy of bilateral 

negotiations to a multilateral framework. The U.S. was hoping it would be a new and effective 

way to increase pressure on the North and would be harder for the DPRK to break.217 When 

conceiving the 6PT, Colin Powell stated that it would be “something that would be public, 

something that would be written, and I hope something that would be multilateral”.218 The U.S. 

encouraged China to take a leadership role in getting DPRK’s consent to join the 6PT.219 Thus, 

the 6PT grew out of the three party format which included the U.S., China and the DPRK. 

Initially, neither Beijing nor Pyongyang wanted the involvement of Russia and Japan, insisting 

that the latter had no interests directly related to the Korean peninsula and that trilateral talks 

allowed for more flexibility. However, the U.S. wanted to s in its allies – South Korea and Japan. 

There are different accounts how Moscow ended up in the 6PT. Leszek Buszynksi writes that it 

                                                           
216 Vladimir Putin, Интервью журналистам печатных средств массовой информации из стран – членов 
«Группы восьми» (Interview to media from G8 countries), 2007, 
http://kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/24313 
217 Oberdorfer and Carlin. 
218 Chong-hyuck Kim, "Powell Hints at Assurance for North", 2003, accessed February 3, 2018, 
http://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/news/article/Article.aspx?aid=2044016. 
219 Charles L. Pritchard, Failed Diplomacy: The Tragic Story of How North Korea Got the Bomb (Washington, D.C.: 
Brookings Institution Press, 2007). 



62 
 

was Japan that worked to include Russia.220 Charles Pritchard states that the U.S. added Russia 

upon its insistence.221 Others claim that Moscow was invited at the initiative of the North that 

was displeased with China and was hoping to utilize the China-Russian rivalry.222 Still some 

believe that China and the DPRK agreed to include Russia in order to counter U.S. 

confrontational policy and the North wanted to use rivalries among the members.223  In any case, 

it is evident from all accounts that Russia was the last one to be added, almost what Leszek 

Buszynksi calls an “afterthought” to the framework and no one was too enthusiastic about its 

participation.224   

In August 2003, the six countries agreed to coordinate efforts. The negotiations were held in 

Beijing and chaired by China. The four core points of the mechanism were: 1) the verifiable and 

peaceful denuclearization of the Korean peninsula; 2) a return by the DPRK to the NPT and the 

IAEA inspection regime; 3) guarantees by the U.S. not to attack the DPRK, respect for its 

sovereignty, and the commitment to negotiate a permanent peace regime on the peninsula; and 4) 

the promotion by all six parties of economic cooperation on a bilateral and multilateral basis.225    

Each party came to the table in the hope it would achieve its objectives. The U.S. demanded on 

the “complete, verifiable, and irreversible dismantlement” (CVID) of North Korea’s nuclear 

program.226 The U.S. was also concerned that North Korea was selling materials and technology 

                                                           
220 Buszynksi, Negotiating with North Korea: The Six Party Talks and the Nuclear Issue. 
221 Pritchard. 
222 Alexander Zhebin, "Prospects of Russia-Dprk Relations in the Post-Kim Jong-Il Regime Time and Russia's Policies 
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223 Toloraya, "The Six Party Talks: A Russian Perspective." 
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to third parties, including terrorist groups. The DPRK had three main demands. First of all, the 

regime wanted security guarantees that would assure that the U.S. or its allies would not attack 

the country and attempt to change the regime. Secondly, North Korea wanted a peace treaty and 

normalization of relations with Washington with the goal of removing U.S. troops from South 

Korea. Lastly, the DPRK wanted economic and technical assistance. Given DPRK economic 

situation, it was widely believed that it would trade some of its nuclear capacity in exchange for 

economic and financial cooperation.227 China came to the negotiations hoping to ultimately 

ensure stability along its borders, which has been essential to its economic growth. China has 

been vocal about the danger that DPRK’s nuclear arsenal poses for the region. Another related 

concern was a possibility of North Korean refugees fleeing to China in case there was a break 

out of war on the peninsula. South Korea ultimate goals have been denuclearization and 

unification of the peninsula. Japan also wanted disarmament of DPRK’s nuclear program that 

can easily reach Japan. Another objective was the resolution of the issue of abduction of 

Japanese citizens by the North Korean regime in the 1970s and 1980s. Russia’s position had 

been similar to those of the U.S. and China: it wanted to see the DPRK return to the NPT and 

reduction of tensions along its borders. 

Russia has recognized U.S. central role in the 6PT but always insisted it was constructively 

contributing to the negotiations. In 2005, Russia managed to resuscitate the 6PT when the 

negotiations were stalled because it became known that North Korea was laundering millions of 

dollars via Banco Delta Asia bank in Macao. When the U.S. agreed to unfreeze North Korean 

accounts and transfer money to the DPRK, it was done via Russian commercial banks.228 In 
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2011, Russia’s efforts to bring the DPRK back to the talks seemed to succeed after Kim 

announced he was willing to return to the 6PT unconditionally. Moreover, Russia provided 

heavy fuel oil to the North and sought to prevent the talks from breaking down. Despite its 

positive contribution, many saw Russia’s role as a supporting one at best. Russia had no veto 

power and its leverages were quite limited. Throughout the whole process, Russian officials were 

holding regular consultations with the Chinese. Charles Pritchard, Bush Administration Special 

Envoy to North Korea and the U.S. Representative to the KEDO, describes Russia’s performance 

in the 6PT as “lackluster” hoping to use it as a venue where it could be “seen as a Pacific 

player”.229 There were times when U.S. officials expected and believed that Russia could exert 

more pressure on the DPRK. Christopher Hill, U.S. negotiator on North Korea, questioned at a 

Senate committee hearing, “Given Russia's historical ties to North Korea, given the fact that they 

have rather close political connections, in many cases personal connections – and certainly they 

have some economic connections – the question is, are they using all of their leverage?”230 

Overall, however, Russia’s role in the process has been marginal, while its impact 

“negligible”.231 Yet, despite such modest evaluations of its role in the 6PT, Russia continued to 

see this multilateral framework as the most optimal one.  

In 2008, the 6PT reached a deadlock as the parties could not agree on the verification protocol. 

In 2009, Pyongyang held its second nuclear tests and withdrew from the negotiations. The hope 

was to exert pressure on the DPRK, but it appears that it was the DPRK that benefitted from the 

6PT the most while the other parties were pursuing own interests and goals which were at odds 
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with one another. Thus, not only did the 6PT proved ineffective to compel the Kim regime to 

curtail its nuclear ambitions, it also exposed profound differences and interests that each party 

brought to the talks. 

Although the talks broke down, some scholars continued to see potential in the six-party process. 

T.J. Pempel described the 6PT as “a signal victory for multilateralism over bilateralism in 

Northeast Asian security” and does not exclude possibility of transforming the 6PT into an 

institution capable of dealing with regional security issues. Jaewoo Choo believed the six nation 

forum was a significant occasion as it was the first time six states got together to tackle a 

regional security issue of common concern.232 He further argued that because China saw 

potential in the 6PT, it was an advocate for its institutionalization.233 A number of scholars 

maintain that Russia also hoped the 6PT would eventually evolve into a multilateral security and 

cooperation system that would be able to address issues beyond the North Korean nuclear 

problem.234 

VI. CONCLUSION  

We can see striking consistency in Russia’s approach to solving the North Korean nuclear issue 

from the early 1990s to 2016. It strongly supported the multilateral approach and saw the six-

party talks as the only viable way of dealing with the DPRK. Russia was perhaps the weakest 

player in this framework with the least leverage to influence the outcome. It also recognized the 

challenges of restarting the 6PT which revolved around profound differences in conditions that 
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each party put forward as well as lack of interest and skepticism expressed by the North Korean 

regime. Moreover, when the 6PT reached deadlock in 2009, it was clear the negotiations 

produced little effect. Back in 2011, Alexandr Panov, former Russia's Ambassador to the ROK 

and later to Japan, conveyed the official stance stating “the prospects for restarting the 

negotiations are unclear”.235 Despite all of this, eight years after the 6PT were stalled, Putin was 

still calling to revive the multilateral negotiations. 

We also see that Russia looks very diplomatic, peace-seeking and collaborative in this part of the 

world, which considerably pales compared to Russia’s military involvement in other regions. 

Unlike Ukraine, Syria, or other countries described above where Russia waged wars, killing 

civilians, in the case of North Korea, Russia insisted on collaboration, negotiations, and political 

dialogue. While this insistence on the 6PT and Russia’s overall stance might appear like 

passivity in the matter of North Korean nuclear issue, the paper argues that Russia does have 

stakes and interest in it. Staying away from the North Korean nuclear problem was never an 

option for the Kremlin. The great power ambitions, national security, as well as pure economic 

calculations make it impossible for Russia to be a merely bystander of the developments here. 

Moreover, Russia is acutely aware of the grave negative consequences of a potential large-scale 

conflict on the peninsula that lies next to its borders on Russia’s economy, environment and 

social stability. On top of that, Moscow did not want to be on the losing side against rivals – 

China, Japan and particularly the U.S. We see that after the fall of the Soviet Union, relations 

between Russia and North Korea significantly deteriorated. This was a main reason for Russia’s 

exclusion from dealings with the North Korean nuclear issue by the relevant countries. This 
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exclusion caused much anger and frustration and was taken seriously, prompting the new 

government under Putin to reorient its foreign policies in order to ensure that Russia would not 

be left out again. As Russia was watching U.S. increasing domination in the region, it saw its 

legitimate interests not just disregarded but also threatened. For these reasons, Russia wanted to 

be in and had repeatedly stressed the need to search for a collective solution and willingness to 

share the responsibilities and costs of the settlement of the North Korean problem. 

We also observe that Russia has attempted to use bilateral relations with the DPRK to influence 

it and proposed a number of ways to reduce the tensions. Russia was willing to provide security 

guarantees to the North’s regime, in which the North was not interested. Moscow also undertook 

attempts to mediate between the DPRK and the outside world on multiple occasions. However, 

those attempts bore little fruit and were not much effective in changing stances of the opposing 

parties. Personal friendship between Putin and Kim Jong Il did not translate into Russia’s greater 

leverage over the North either and the regime continued to look to China.236 There were also 

instances when Pyongyang bluntly refused to cooperate with Moscow. 

Although Russia considers itself a legitimate stakeholder in the North Korean issue, it cannot 

afford to do more than what it had been doing within the six-party framework. Hence, the 6PT 

was its shield covering a relative position of weakness. Yet, Russia does have an interest in 

North East Asia and is genuinely concerned about the North’s nuclear program development. As 

important as it is though, Russia must deal first of all with the former Soviet republics, the U.S. 

and Europe as reflected in its foreign policy concepts. By discussing the four major wars that 

Russia had been involved from the mid 1990a to 2016, the research paper attempted to illustrate 
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that Russia decisively took unilateral approaches and military actions when it came to its 

immediate priorities. Since North Korean nuclear issue has not been one of them, combined with 

weak leverages of influence over the North, Russia was unable to play a more assertive role on 

that front. Moscow was therefore content being a member of the 6PT, as long as it was able to 

exert institutional power, was consulted and viewed as an equal partner. Moscow’s 

instrumentalist approach to the 6PT was also revealed in its aspirations to see the 6PT eventually 

grow into a regional security organization dealing with issues beyond the Korean peninsula in 

which it would have a secured seat.  
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