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China-North Korea Relations:
Past, Present and Future

Adam CATHCART (University of Leeds)

Introduction

Today I want to look explicitly at the question of North Korean collapse. But I want to
frame the problem not in terms of how we normally consider it — in terms of crisis
preparation, contingency planning, providing another reminder of the unrequited need
to coordinate with Beijing about possible futures — but instead historically. Because
North Korea has collapsed before, and there are specific lessons we can take away today
from re-examining China’s response to North Korean collapse in the autumn of 1950, a
period which Ra Jong-yil reminds us still requires “some afterthought”. 1 want to go
beyond the normal questions about “why China intervened in the Korean War” and
look at some new data I unearthed from the Chinese Foreign Ministry Archive about
how China responded to the pressure of large refugee inflow and the question in

particular of a North Korean government in exile in the PRC.

Of course, throughout, we have to take care to recognize that certain realities have
changed in Northeast Asia since 1950 — China is a nuclear state that no longer needs
protection from Moscow, and Japan has cleared away most of the obstacles to a more
robust security relationship with the Republic of Korea — but many things remain
constant. The Kim family regime is still in power, and still using its traditional methods
of mass labour mobilization, political repression, and using “charismatic politics” or
“the theatre state,” as I describe in my new book. The Chinese Communist Party is
eager not to turn its back fully on Mao Zedong, including what are seen as his foreign
policy achievements. As importantly, the border region between China and North
Korea has not shifted since Zhou Enlai’s gifting of most of the islands in the
Amnok-gang and Duman-gang to the DPRK in the 1960s, and apart from a long string




of small outbreaks of hand-to-hand violence along those river frontiers in the Cultural
Revolution and in recent times, the border region has remained largely stable, although
the balance of military might and technology has tilted even further toward China, in

spite of North Korea’s limited nuclear deterrent, which I assume is primarily pointed

south.

China’s Response to North Korean state collapse

In the autumn of 1950, the DPRK state was falling apart and in utter retreat. After
the Incheon Landing in mid-September, it took only a couple of weeks for Kim Il-sung
to flee north, and for the path to open up for the ROK and UN forces to Pyongyang as
well as Wonsan. North Korean Workers’ Party cadre and often youth were told to stay
behind and fight as wholly inadequate and uncoordinated militia forces; organized

resistance was minimal in early October 1950.

This created two major issues for China with North Korea that are salient for us
today: First, the question of refugee inflows, and second, the question of a government

in exile.

My research in the Chinese Foreign Ministry Archive soon after it opened in 2006

revealed a few new details which aid in our understanding of these questions.

With respect to refugees, the Chinese Communist Party was reluctant in 1950 to
open the border to everyone. Although China would receive massive aid from the Soviet
bloc to help North Koreans exit their country en route to Eastern Europe for study and
Korean War propaganda campaigning, the Chinese Communist Party did not
necessarily even let well-educated North Koreans into their country as a point of
transit. (As an example here, let me cite Kim Jong-ryul, a young North Korean engineer
who was turned back at the border, went on to study in East Germany nevertheless, and
became an important diplomatic-military cog for the DPRK’s operations in

German-speaking countries in Europe until his defection in 1994.)




However, there was extensive coordination between the Chinese Foreign Ministry
and the North Korean government on the refugee issue. In October 1950, the DPRK
asked to open a Consulate in Dandong (then Andong), just across from Sinuiju, to
process North Koreans and provide them with travel documents in the relative safety of
Chinese territory (although Dandong was bombed and strafed by the American aircraft
on a couple of occasions, and one of its bridges was blown up as well). The Chinese
agreed to this request, setting up another such facility in the city of Tonghua.

The Chinese were encouraged by Stalin to set up a base for Kim Il-sung in the city of
Tonghua, which is about a two-hour slow train journey inland from Ji'an, best known
today as the Chinese city on the Amnok River which was one of the Koguryo dynasty’s
great capitals. While far enough inland into Jilin province to avoid American bombers,
and with a direct line of transportation to Kim Il-sung’s redoubt of Kanggye, Tonghua
was an inauspicious choice for a capital-in-exile. Why? It had been the last-ditch home
for the disgraced Manchukuo government after the invasion by the Soviet Red Army in
August 1945, and Pu Yi had been arrested there. The Chinese Communist Party was not
eager to host a North Korean government-in-exile on its soil, and rejecting this idea

was part and parcel of the broader Chinese intervention in the war.

China’s Changing Discourse on North Korean Disaster

Today, the official discourse sponsored by the Chinese Communist Party has opened
up some new areas of interest to us. According to some hawkish commentaries
published in China, intervention in the peninsula might be sparked by a nuclear leak,
potentially brought on by US/ROK air strikes. (Wang Hongguang, “If North Korea’s
Nuclear Facilities Suffer an Attack By the United States and South Korea, the Nuclear
Pollution Will Be A Disaster for China” [@ﬁ&ﬁﬁ%ﬁ%ﬁﬂﬁ*ﬁ%%ﬂ%‘? E M ],
Huangiu Shibao, December 16, 2013). Likewise, the possibility for a kind of Syria
scenario unfolding in North Korea has been considered in the open since Kim Jong-un
came to power (Pang Zhongying fE &, Syria Moves Toward Regime Change: Making
a Shock to the Situation on the Korean Peninsula [RATEZEX, HrhEHamere s R,
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Huangiu Shibao, February 6, 2012). These ideas, even if only broached in limited

places and by reliably nationalistic commentators, are now in the mainstream.

Wang Haiyun, a former General in the People’s Liberation Army currently affiliated
with a state think-tank in Shanghai writes that the public, as well as the military, should
take interest some contingency planning for war in Korea. (Wang Haiyun, “China must
prevent the outbreak of any chaos or war on the nation’s doorstep” Fi#§iz :
AR B R 0 4 L SR O A L AR AR Huanqiu Shibao, February 16, 2016). His reference to
the possibility of North Korean refugees and deserters or otherwise commanderless
KPA/Inmingun coming into China reflects not just China’s Korean War experience, but
more recent encounters with isolated yet regular instances of armed and hungry KPA

troops crossing the Tumen and Yalu Rivers into China.

There can be little doubt that Beijing’s domestic response to North Korean nuclear
tests has taken a tangible turn. The following dispatch indicates that North Korean
radiation is now seen publicly as a standard (if not an imminent) threat to the security
and stability of the border region along the Yalu and Tumen rivers, and that the Chinese
Communist Party is eager to show the population on the Chinese side of the border that
every precaution is being taken to protect them from nuclear accidents or accidental
fallout from the DPRK side of the border (“Ministry of Environmental Protection set up
emergency headquarters at Changbaishan to ensure safety from radiation after North

Korean nuclear test” [ﬂﬁ%ﬂ&ﬁEM&X%@E%%@%@%E%W%?%L Renmin

Ribao, January 12, 2016).

Conclusion

While a civil war scenario in North Korea is unlikely (see Darcie Draudt, “Outward
Migration Flows in the Event of Regime Collapse: Interview with Go Myong-hyun,”
Sino-NK, October 22, 2013), there are other triggers which continue to exist. Recent
flooding in northernmost Ryanggang-do and Hamgyong-bukto resulted in a limited
Chinese mobilization along the border, including use of unmanned aerial drones over
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North Korean territory and moving across the boundary to rescue three stranded North
Koreans, one of whom was airlifted in to a field hospital at the Yanji Airport for
treatment. This could be a one-off action, but China’s readiness in the border region

remains taut.

In other papers I have published or in the pipeline, 1 explore China’s long-term
strategy for the border region in the ongoing aftermath of the Jang Song-taek
execution. This work suggests that China’s relatively open door to legal North Korean
workers in border cities, in combination with yuanization in the DRPK, the imperatives
of the “One Belt, One Road” policy, and demographic tilts toward Han majority in the
Yanbian Korean Automomous Prefecture all means more assured Chinese behavior
with respect to North Korea. In short, there are preparations continually underway for
the dreaded cloud of chaos over the North Korean-Chinese border region, but the daily
work of knitting these two countries and their various economies together continue as
well. It is an open question if we will repeat the history of North Korea’s first collapse,
but in the meantime China is doing what it can to prevent our ever having to ask the

question in the first place.

jasi, O S




=-3 T bA, 9ix, ol

ofF AXIE (I =)

A-]E
LE2 5H3] H3t A4 B3 BAE Anrva it ot o] FAE £e7} Yutz o
2 Hm =

P, 2 917] Aol gt 28] 9 Bl4 oS AbfojetEs) 2Ezonuy
71 AT F327 vlglel thet 22 WeAHS oA o W Arlsk] oot
Ahgo] ohvjet, o 2AE dxlHel WYoIH AW BIA Gk 7 ojg Rato] WA
o] A B35 AUSAN, 1950 7hg et PR B3 BA] E70] of@ We L By
Bo2q TAHA TEL AL 4 A7) YRolt} S5 iYL
o 53 74

Iy

+o
19509 24| “5%‘ o Hall FE3l “Hdo] Budt A7} Yok ety WAl B gt o
=2 FEL 9 A APt e e 19 A22 o], FFo] gtz &
ol ) Qhdtol ojwA)] T FEA, Tejw S5 22 j Bt gy AR A9 A
OVEAl -8t BaAstel A7l 22 9wt ofsfo]HolA ol A2 dolgE 7}

A3 FEg =zt g

FE7t olget =0 “‘730}— TEIA 1950 o] % BEoprlole] W 4o] WL}

12 X Fa7t Yok AE W $TL oA Hr.gTo| Fo] ol =HAlote]
H37F a5t g Hojal, dre ﬂiﬁH HE FAE ke dolrhe o glo] A
= BHAASE qRE AAR Aeoltt. shx|wt o]2et Wslor Bsln B

250l ods] 2 dol Sl}. B3t 74 UL A3 Fo] 97 48] it <
Y, A AT 22 FHAR 54 WS msky glon, ofud Az TS

A AolA dgg%o] vtelant AR, 3L 2 2 HH= "R gt 3t FF
T2 vt AEe] o FAM 9F 52 vjE vjo AT o HY ous 5l 55 =94 &
23 2T Qlck B 1960 A9 etols} e tut Eukzy o HE9 dEE
Het FfaE H3tolA dAZ o), ﬁr-S’—F‘@Fﬂ A T H 2o Bo FE}T Fuby
S40E et B3 Fa Atolof] a7tr Qubdi} 2L e 2Eo) 9)r)a HAE, o]




AT FES AYStE 27 Ade g oY Age o) ofigtct. ohek Bato] 2
ks BEE AT 94X Faoz Bsta, 2AlE 2 Z1€01A B3l $37)
IO} #F2 A FF oz o] 7|20 Aol

-

=8 A B30 i3 F39) kg

19509 7 B3t JBe Som Hzioea ol Yo 99 F4 AugRMA
F 23 25 o] U4 R0 HAND BT KAALEE WIS AN WA
A3 Lok & gdoick Tl B B ANF FREL YEo] Yo} A< Mol wey
o mek AR 8 ANAA glol Aahe oloiziet. sw 19504 109 27} =7} olulz
9 =44 AYL Aol A,

OIEfR 1950 FAl AL Bt FToIA) £ A4A] 28 ol4E WA=, o]Ho]
R 25 et Abulg ol FAZ A WAL Uul 99 BAloln, = wAL g g
of Tt EAolc,

20069 = Ju i op7lo|Hs} Avto] FAE A% Ao 2w zAE AT,
AolA A 2AE stolshes o] mgo] Yukgt @ 714 e ae S 5 USich

24l 2RI Bt 1950W £ FALL BEOA 22 TAL WSt 4ofsiz]
WA BIE F3o] 2AA 2| Wyst Y2E Hpgoz =% FHE] FHYel
A RS S sl g g3 AEe AU 4 oA = A2 Uds
ASe) B3 Fulojet st £32 21 71%A2 AH = AL 518354 gt (F

Aot Ugol Ik $502 §912 714 19944 28 B4 99 o Eodojd 204
B3] wAl 94 HEvlE e =)

SHAITE 5= Qi ol B3t Byt
ok 19504 10Y, B3te =3t »
T3 YE WolH BRst ojgzrg A
9L ZAF w sl = i)
Al AL e B Al A4S 22 2o 945

et el o s L A AR sy e

R S gk

——

it Lt M b i it B




SHAL, & Al QAR Qo] B3} AlolE 27} AW A2 FH

SFAL 53} Alo] 1Y) AL vl 2 AL B2 Fho] @ Pl Saf AL
7 D7 G20 SEQY G2HW A9 KolH S AR 247 Azjo] A HAT
TS AL U 24718 WS 5 92 wE 2 A4 YEo2 43| Sojoh g Ao
JQCQ/KE)L_] E -] 7&—2]] ‘— ZIEOE OIE E}O]o cr]é;]oi 010—1 ]U}- HE}- UOPD:'I X-] ,.H
AsPlohe 4% WK e Rolgich 1 olg 3} Al 10454 89 seizo] FT =
A2 RS R0] nijek Agolgly, S tlAle} gHQl ol ALE Fololy] G
olth. FF FAFE A2 IE o] B3 U9 RS QAL o G2 HolA] okoty =
e B P AR 492 ARSI g4l v BES 92A Y FeS Hap =

R D

=] Aol g $39) A st

ofd

A2l A 53 B4 B9 £33 Fabgo] TAH IR} vrpe FEAE 2 7Hx|
°UI = =AA YAT. FF Y 9B vty AMojML sto) Taoa St o) &
Fol AT AL, F3o| I B0 Y 2% 9ty = ottt (FEF7g B
au S A| o] Ul%# =9 AL LS AL, Hogo] E2o Aofo] H 2= 9t [k
VRS HAT 15 AT RO E I 1], BFAR, 20139 129 16%9). E3t AL A
:ﬂ °1F ERtIA Algjo} Abejo} 2o Agto] HAE 2 gk koj} S5 A5 o]Fof
I QT (FF Mk, Al2jol Abe: shitmo] 249 p [FAEFETZR | T sy
fii HIRTE], AR, 20124 29 69Q). HIE B TiASS S8 Astbos S7/HE 9
Aol7l= gk, o)A ojzjst o] £ Y =& ojhoz AE F1 Aot

O

= AVSGE A2 FAgolx} Asto] A% Z2 JB A58 7w HEZI] Fstold
(Wang Ha1yun) = B otYEt B QUE 3 shabwo o] Ay A& dist
H?"J‘Hfﬁioﬂ e 7}34°F I LR} (FotolQl, ‘T o] 2RTlo)A o] Batk Al B

= AR WL WA ok S} Fiis ¢ o R e s -] 0 PARLA &, AR 20164
2% 169). Fstol8e 3g AbdoA] Bat dulsa} 25|44 AJAs B3 e g9
B0l FHOR UHB0L 5L AFEPLY), o] 3} T2 g AYS 4%
' of = Zlol7]e shx|gt Bt 2o wiws] waisty 9 waTd 53 QIuFEEo] £yt
] T YELE AW FI2oE gE6ty Yt AlgE =3 5 gelolo}.

—




ATl R i e RSP —— s

-

TN ST

= ox

3—}_

gk Ao tig S R ¥hgo] Huls] wgicks AMAlolL ojAo) o7} Qi)
BANE & 4 ARol, 3L B3 EAE I=F ¢ Sukg o2 ZAR o
Z A8t gloy, H=2 FAge
°lF A AFote T AVENA B3t AAYZEE AT T Ao
1 9130 S5 FE7t whte] 39 X8 Holn Qo AL
FEIT Ut (FFRSY Bt AP oz Q5 Bl §2 QHHL 9af FuiAl X0
A5 AT GASHoY MR K EILRRT SRR e 8 i R e 22 2], olol
20164 1€ 129).

(2
H
1o
rO
o3
)
o H
<t
gl
it
E%:.'
oft
o3
rlo
9
ing
i
)
o
ek
o ®

Z2E

52U WA 7R gustAIvk(Darcie Draudt, ‘4@ £ A &
74 IEF" Sino-NK, 20134 109 229), Bt 439 232 1AL 2 29 |20ES

AL EAT Aotk

e
i)
oA
kI
ol
PRl
rR

A2 FPES BARES] T4 AR A8 FAXYolH EF20] L Yo] Aok u
Stk olofl wet 27 YolE Rl/)g SUst] $42 1YY Bat 2w 38L 7o)y
onf o] F 19 ARE ) FAFFY FHYUC 2 o] $E|}. BE ol A4
Y 4 9oy, % FAAYNA white] dulgHE a9

AAH o2 ojdo] WRAAL B @A WE 2u] 91 U2 =RSo)4 F4H A 5
FAA et BRe] 4] A%S BT Ak, 24 Adh 53 24 wA)A A
0% Yshe B mEAEO oiet £ 3R A P, BeAA leksKyuanization)
& W4, 53 R YOYR” Y, AARAEANZE ) 95 97 57 5 e 4
Fol i F3to] Btol el Be Fuat LS Moy eS¢ & ok HejsiapE, 2

£ AEo] o) FREL AgHow ZulE 5
T gom, thet gEziel QAH B 2 AR 25 W49 tEglel AAHT 9
B3 Aol 7 234U B9 QA UEY AAA) oRi AGAL Fo| o
T e gk ST BYE RS FT0] L7t ofzof olajet WEE WAl S g

b

=
=)

e e e i




