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A short introduction to the conflict
The Korean War was a major conflict which lasted three years, from June 1950 to July 1953. It started when North Korean soldiers crossed the 38th parallel, which was the original boundary between North Korea (backed by the Soviet Union and China) and South Korea (backed by the US and the United Nations).

The fighting ended with the signing of the Korean Armistice Agreement, but no formal peace agreement was ever signed. The US promised a peace treaty several times, but the US Congress opposed it.  This meant that North Korea remained a war enemy and the conflict never technically ended.  To this day, the 4-kilometre wide Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) divides the two Koreas; it remains a frozen border, and hostility between the two countries has been ongoing since the division three quarters of a century ago.

Still today, the United States maintains over 24,000 active-duty military in Korea, while over 39,000 US troops are stationed across 132 bases in the region.  The US Seventh Fleet is the largest of the US Navy deployed sea forces.

North Korea, with a population of 26.6 million inhabitants, has the fourth-largest military in the world, with 1.2 million active personnel and 600,000 reservists.  Despite widespread poverty, the country spends approximately 25% of its GDP on defence.  Some analysts put the percentage even higher: one-third of GDP spent on the military. The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) believes that they are continuing a war that started 76 years ago.  

The two Koreas became members of the United Nations in 1991.  The US does not officially recognize the DPRK, neither does Japan.  Both governments recognize the Republic of Korea as the sole legitimate government of the Korean Peninsula.

What about the DPRK’s development of nuclear weapons?
It is generally assumed that the DPRK’s nuclear power is the direct result of the failure to settle the intra-Korean conflict.

North Korea joined the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1985, but it was never in full compliance.  The signing of the safeguards agreement that would allow the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) inspections of its nuclear programme was postponed until 1992.  When the inspections started, and the IAEA was suggesting that North Korea was hiding nuclear material, the DPRK was the first country to announce its withdrawal from the NPT.  

Efforts were, however, made by the United States to keep North Korea in the NPT.  In 1994, the US and North Korea negotiated the Agreed Framework in which North Korea pledged to freeze its nuclear programme.  In exchange, North Korea would obtain peaceful nuclear energy aid, including two proliferation-resistant light-water reactors. 

North Korea’s nuclear programme continued to develop in the nineties and further accelerated after the 11 September 2001 attack on the United States which galvanized States to take action against terrorists.  The UN Security Council adopted two resolutions, one condemning the attack (Resolution 1368 of 12 September 2001) and the second (Resolution 1373 of 28 September 2001) which outlined concrete steps and strategies to combat international terrorism. Then-US President George W. Bush declared the “Axis of Evil”: Iran, Iraq, and the DPRK.

By that time the 1994 Agreed Framework had already been subject to allegations of violations by both sides; it collapsed in October 2002, following which North Korea again withdrew from the NPT.  The withdrawal has never been fully acknowledged, and the DPRK is still listed as a State Party on the NPT list, with the justification that the NPT was indefinitely extended – in 1995 – and withdrawals were therefore no longer possible. Others argued that joining the Treaty to acquire peaceful nuclear technology under Article IV and then developing nuclear weapons constituted an “abuse of rights” and withdrawal could therefore not take effect.

Still, it is clear that the events of September 2001 and the forceful cooperative action against terrorism led to a more robust effort by the US and other States to dismantle North Korea’s nuclear programme. 

The result was the Six-Party Talks, a series of multilateral negotiations that were held intermittently starting in 2003 with the participation of China, Japan, North Korea, Russia, South Korea and the United States.  China chaired the talks and hosted them in Beijing.  The goal was the dismantling of North Korea’s nuclear programme, but North Korea decided in 2009 to stop its participation.  While other participants, notably China, have periodically called for a resumption of the process, it never happened.

Enters Kim Jong Un
Kim Jong Un became the supreme leader of North Korea in late 2011. He sees the nuclear weapon programme as a means towards an end, and not an end in itself. In 2013, he issued the “byungjin policy”, which replaced the military-first policy of his father Kim Jong Il.  The “byungjin policy” was a strategy that called for the simultaneous advancement of the nuclear weapon programme and the North Korean economy, increasing agricultural and consumer goods production.

Kim Jong Un stressed that he regarded a reliable nuclear deterrent as the safety guarantee that would allow him to focus on economic development and free up resources that would otherwise be spent on the military.  This was confirmed at the 7th Party Congress in 2017, but the strategy was abandoned a year later, in 2018.  It is still debated whether this was a genuine economic strategy or whether it was primarily rhetorical cover for a nuclear build-up.

After the demise of the Six-Party Talks came a pause in diplomatic engagement with North Korea by the Obama Administration which lasted several years.  

This changed when Donald Trump entered politics. In his election campaign and during the first months of his Presidency, he repeatedly said that he would not live with the threat of North Korea being a nuclear power, and he promised that he would “solve” the problem once and for all, after being left “a mess” by his predecessors.

In September 2017, Trump issued a direct threat against North Korea from the podium of the UN General Assembly.  This was followed by what can be called the “fire and fury” period where insults were hurled by Trump against “Little Rocket Man” Kim Jong Un, who responded in kind, calling Trump a “mentally deranged US dotard”, among other put-downs. 

Trump claimed that if “forced to defend itself or it allies, we will have no choice but to totally destroy North Korea”.   He also tweeted that the DPRK’s Foreign Minister Ri Yong Ho “won’t be around much longer”, after Ri told the General Assembly that Trump’s threats had made Pyongyang’s “rockets’ visits to the entire US mainland inevitable”.

The following day Ri went even further, declaring that North Korea had the right to shoot down US strategic bombers, “even if not inside the airspace border or our own country”.  

While statements from North Korea were consistent, those of the US were not.  Then-Secretary of State Rex Tillerson insisted that Kim Jong Un give up all his weapons. Later, he argued that he must simply pause nuclear weapon testing. Trump’s national security adviser, H.R. McMaster, insisted that the DPRK would have to agree to highly intrusive inspections to determine the whereabouts of its nuclear weapons and agree to ultimately plan to surrender its nuclear arsenal.
Let us remember that North Korea never allowed IAEA inspectors beyond its Yongbyon reactor facility. Let us also remember that in 2012 the National Constitution already designated the country as a nuclear power.  This was amended in September 2023 to make the country’s nuclear force-building policy a permanent basic law.

2018 was the year during which developments occurred with breathtaking speed. Olympic diplomacy on the occasion of the Peyongchang Games, several inter-Korean summits and the surprise agreement to hold a summit between President Trump and Leader Kim Jong Un in Singapore in June.

While the joint statement released at the Singapore summit fell short of expectations, the summit could book several achievements: the repatriation of the remains of American prisoners of war or missing in action (POWs/MIAs), destruction of the test site at Punggye-ri, suspension of US-South Korean military exercises, no DPRK rocket launches or nuclear testing, and several visits by US Secretary of State Mile Pompeo to Pyongyang. This was accompanied by florid language tweets from the While House that Trump and Kim Jong Un had “fallen in love” and written “beautiful letters”.

Now came the hard part: making further concrete progress in the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula. The second Trump-Kin Jong Un summit in Hanoi in early 2019 ended abruptly and without agreement, and the “signing table” that had been set up in anticipation of a ceremony sat unused. A third Trump-Kim encounter took place in the DMZ in June 2019, but the announced resumption of “nuclear talks” never happened.

Was anything achieved other than raising expectations?
The answer is an unequivocal yes.  The initiative taken by President Trump was the first diplomatic opening in an essentially “frozen” conflict. While one should pay tribute to South Korean President Moon Jae-in, the inter-Korean dialogue and agreements reached with his North Korean counterpart, a solution to the Korean Peninsula cannot be achieved bilaterally.  Still, the inter-Korean diplomatic dialogue was extremely important in not only achieving concrete achievements, but in keeping the momentum of the Korean nuclear discussions going.

After Hanoi, the focus shifted from denuclearization to other actions and actors.  It became clear that the interest and momentum were gone.  North Korea started its nuclear activities again and honed its military capability but largely ignored attempts to resume dialogue.

The Biden Administration came into power in January 2021 and made overtures to start the dialogue with North Korea by sending messages through diplomatic channels, but their efforts remained unanswered.  As time passed without dialogue, attempts were made to offer some concessions – easing sanctions in exchange for reciprocal gestures to dismantle North Korea’s nuclear weapon programme – but Kim Jong Un ignored any overtures.  Maybe he did not forget that Joe Biden called him “a thug” in one of the pre-election presidential debates.

We should also remember that North Korea faced increasing economic contraction from tightening sanctions, and the total isolation due to COVID-19 further set back any possible economic progress.

It became clear that the chances for US-DPRK cooperation were slim to non-existent, especially as the Biden Administration continued to talk about “denuclearization”.  Holding on to the 2018 Singapore Joint Statement that North Korea would “work towards complete denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula” (though rather undefined) ignored the fact that nuclear weapons and ballistic missile expansion had grown in subsequent years and that Kim Jong Un had no intention of eliminating the nuclear deterrent that he regards as critical to ensuring the survival of his regime.

So the Biden Administration passed without notable progress on the North Korea file, and when Donald Trump was re-elected, he did not embark on a substantive engagement upon taking office, despite his “great relationship” with Leader Kim Jong Un. Trump, in his first months in office, even ignored the provocations of North Korean missile tests, the stealing of cybercurrency and Kim Jong Un’s increasingly close relationships with China and Russia.

Before continuing to the current situation and making some recommendations as to possible ways forward, one can recap as follows.

The importance of sanctions against North Korea
The DPRK has been subject to sanctions nearly continuously since its founding in 1948. Initially, these sanctions were imposed as it was part of the Soviet bloc, and that situation was amplified by the Korean War.

Since 1993 (when the DPRK first withdrew from the NPT), and specifically since it first tested nuclear weapons 20 years ago, the country has been subject to sanctions imposed by the United Nations, but also by the United States, the European Union, and the United Kingdom. After the first nuclear test of 2006, North Korea followed with five more tests; the latest was conducted in September 2017, after which Kim Jong Un declared that he would suspend nuclear and missile tests in 2018.  North Korea is the only country that tested nuclear weapons in this century, which triggered strong sanctions by the United States and the United Nations.

Of the many sanctions imposed on countries by the United Nations – there have been 31 regimes since 1966 – the ones on the DPRK are the harshest.  There are 21 types of sanctions on the country, ranging from non-proliferation to financial measures, to a ban on DPRK workers abroad and a general ban to travel abroad, in addition to sanctioning individuals and entities.

Sanctions are the remit of the UN Security Council, and in 2006, when the first resolution (1718 of 14 October 2006) was adopted on North Korean sanctions, it also established the 1718 DPRK Sanctions Committee which prepares annual reports of its activities.  The Chair of the 1718 Committee has always been one of the elected Security Council members, so by way of example, Switzerland was the Chair of the Committee in 2022-2023, and Greece for 2024-2025.  

The work of the Committee is supported by a Panel of Experts (of eight members) which was established pursuant to resolution 1874 adopted in 2009. These Experts assist the Committee by gathering information, examining reports, and making recommendations to improve the effectiveness of sanctions.  In the case of North Korea, they have specialized backgrounds in areas such as nuclear issues, other weapons of mass destruction (chemical and biological), arms control and non-proliferation policy, procurement and trade, finance and economics, air and maritime transport, missile issues and other technologies.

While the mandate of the Panel of Experts was renewed annually, it ceased its operations in April 2024 when China and the Russian Federation did not agree with the resolution to renew it as drafted.  The US was the “penholder” of the draft resolution.  Negotiations continued for over a month, but agreement could not be reached. What were the issues?

China suggested reducing the frequency of the Panel’s reporting and also sought to give the 1718 Committee greater oversight of the Panel’s work by adding text that would have required the Committee to endorse the Panel’s report before providing it to the Security Council.  China also pushed for a reduction in the number of regular Security Council meetings on the DPRK by changing the reporting cycle from 90 to 120 days.

Russia proposed introducing a sunset clause that would have required the Security Council to renew the sanctions regime every year (at present, the DPRK sanctions regime is open-ended and does not have an expiry date).  These proposals were opposed by a majority of Security Council members.

On 28 March 2024, the Security Council voted on the draft resolution extending the mandate of the Panel of Experts, but the draft was vetoed by Russia.  China abstained.  All other members voted in favour of the text.

Russia’s veto against renewing the United Nations Panel of Experts on North Korea in March 2024 was a strong signal of the growing cooperation between Moscow and Pyongyang. This has expanded from the supply of munitions and ballistic missiles to Russia for use in Ukraine to a comprehensive strategic partnership, including the provision of North Korean troops for Russia’s war effort.  The number of soldiers fighting for Russia in Ukraine is estimated at 12,000 – 15,000 troops.

In its report (S/2024/215) covering July 2023 to January 2024, the Panel concluded that North Korea “continued to flout Security Council sanctions”, further developing nuclear weapons, and violating maritime sanctions.  It investigated cyber-attacks and crypto-currency related violations as well as illicit financial operations.  The report documents many cases and runs to 615 pages.

It is clear that in the current geopolitical climate, the Security Council is deeply divided over North Korea (and not only North Korea!).  And yet, one also needs to question the effectiveness of sanctions in general.  Even with the harshest sanctions in place for 29 years, the DPRK has not curbed its development of nuclear weapons or other military expansion, so how can we assess the domestic political and economic impact of sanctions on the DPRK?  One should add here that data on the DPRK is very hard to come by – both the economy and the political sphere are highly opaque and without a yardstick to measure progress or setbacks, we only have “guesstimates” where matters stand.

But we have to pose the question: why have sanctions been ineffective and unsuccessful?  Why has the DPRK not collapsed under the weight of these restrictions?  Three possible reasons: 
1. North Korea’s adeptness at evasion, 
2. Other states’ unwillingness to enforce economic sanctions, and 
3. China and Russia’s diplomatic and other support to shield the DPRK.

One can thus recap: since the breakdown in 2019 of high-level diplomacy with North Korea and as a result of the five-year military modernisation plan that the country announced in January 2021, it has steadily expanded its military capabilities. It has conducted an unprecedent number of missile tests and in the process introduced a range of new missile technologies. North Korea recently also introduced a new law that makes significant changes to its nuclear doctrine.

At the same time, the rapidly changing geopolitical context, most vividly exemplified by the intensifying US-China rivalry and Russia’s war against Ukraine, not only makes a resolution of the international community’s conflict with North Korea over its nuclear weapons and military capabilities even less likely, but strains the central mechanism used by the international community to deal with North Korea during the past years, i.e. the imposition of sanctions through the UN Security Council.  Despite the unprecedented quantitative and qualitative progress in North Korea’s military build-up, the UNSC has imposed no new sanctions on the country since 2017.

A new approach to replace the Panel of Sanctions?
After the dissolution of the Panel of Experts in 2024, the United States – in October 2024 – issued a statement on plans to establish the Multilateral Sanctions Monitoring Team (MSMT). This is a new initiative to assist the full implementation of UN sanctions issued against North Korea. 

The MSMT, established by eleven countries (Australia, Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, New Zealand, South Korea, the United Kingdom and the US), will likely continue in the spirit of the UN Panel of Experts. Indeed, the joint statement referenced the disbanding of the panel as a motivating factor in establishing the MSMT, stating that its goal is to “publish […] information based on rigorous inquiry into sanctions violations and evasion attempts.”

On 23 October 2024, the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs condemned the MSMT as illegal and illegitimate. China, which had abstained in the vote to extend the UN Panel’s mandate, has thus far not reacted to the MSMT’s establishment, but is unlikely to participate. During the UN Pabel’s operations, China and Russia reportedly obstructed investigations, despite being represented on the panel. As such, they will almost certainly refuse to cooperate with the MSMT’s inquiries, especially considering Chinese–North Korean relations and Moscow’s growing military cooperation with Pyongyang. But the two countries also provided a challenge function within the Panel of Experts which, while often inconvenient, made the final consensus more powerful.  And this is why the absence of Chinese and Russian representation on the MSTM will be keenly felt.

On 30 May 2025, the MSTM released a Joint Statement accompanying its First Report which focused primarily on unlawful DPRK-Russia military cooperation including arms transfers and Russia’s training of DPRK troops.  The document was submitted as a document to the Security Council.

A second report was issued by the United States in January 2026, which focused on the DPRK’s violations and evasions of UN sanctions through illicit cyber and information technology worker activities. While briefing UN Member States on the report, the United States stated that it remained committed to the complete denuclearization of North Korea and the enforcement of UN sanctions on the DPRK.  

It remains to be seen whether the MSMT can function as an “Ersatz” Panel of Experts.  Without a UN mandate, the MSMT will inevitably struggle for legitimacy among non-aligned states, who may refuse to cooperate with investigations or implement recommendations. Similarly, as with the UN Panel, the bulk of the evidence gathered will likely come from member states’ intelligence sources, and its critical assessment by independent experts will be key to ensuring credibility. 

Moreover, the absence of UN protection may lead to a greater number of legal challenges from entities under investigation, which may sue for libel or defamation or challenge the evidence bases used by individual governments. To mitigate these challenges, the composition of the MSMT is crucial to ensure impartiality and independence.  

The MSTM website has scant material: it shows a picture of the 11 members but not their names.   Still, the MSMT is a promising initiative for the detection and documentation of the most egregious instances of North Korean sanctions evasion. The combined political will of Japan, South Korea and the US provides a strong driving force, giving the partnership an edge over similar past initiatives.

Conclusion: are sanctions an effective tool of dissuasion?
Since World War II, sanctions have become a standard non-military instrument in coercive foreign diplomacy. The unanimous adoption of sanctions in reaction to North Korea’s repeated nuclear weapons and missile tests – including the qualitatively stronger sanctions of 2016 and 2017 – reflects the international community’s consensus in dealing with North Korea and the shared perception of the threat that these tests posed. Since 2017, however, China and Russia have resisted attempts to impose further sanctions on North Korea, arguing that sanctions alone are not the solution and that other measures such as dialogue and engagement are necessary to address the issue.

More importantly, the deepening strategic rivalry between the United States and China, as well as Russia’s war against Ukraine, significantly altered the geopolitical context, which in turn had a direct impact on Russia’s and China’s strategic considerations and priorities in terms of dealing with North Korea.

North Korea’s strategic value has arguably increased in the context of the emerging power-bloc politics. The North Korean-Russian summit in September 2023, during which their heads of state pledged to forge closer ties, is only one of several recent examples. As a consequence, the UN Security Council will no longer be the central space or theatre for sanctions against North Korea, because Moscow and Beijing are highly unlikely to support them, resulting in any action being vetoed. In fact, in May 2022 Russia and China for the first time vetoed a US-drafted UNSC resolution to strengthen sanctions on North Korea following its repeated ballistic missile tests in violation of previous UN resolutions.

The sanctions on North Korea will likely remain in place.  With the geopolitical tensions between the US, China and Russia, progress is impossible.  To impose sanctions is relatively easy, but in order to lift them, political progress would have to be shown. And for the US sanctions, the US Congress would be the body to agree to lift them – a considerable hurdle.

Where are we in 2026 and what is the outlook?
The UN Security Council holds twice-yearly meetings on the situation in the DPRK. During the most recent session, in April 2026, the Council was briefed on the situation including the continuation of ballistic missile launches and a “very serious increase” in the DPRK’s fissile material production capacity at the Yongbyon nuclear site. The SC Members were warned of qualitative modernization and he diversification of delivery systems which had been affirmed in the new Five-Year Defence Plan of the Ninth Party Congress of Workers in February 2026 and which US Ambassador Jennifer Locetta, called a “threat to the Korean Peninsula”.

Russia’s technical assistance to the DPRK (in exchange for troops and military equipment to fight for Russia in Ukraine) has undoubtedly boosted North Korea’s military prowess.  During the Putin-Kim meeting in June 2024, they agreed to establish the first road link between Russia and North Korea which would increase logistics activities between the two countries by 40%.

Growing DPRK-Russia ties, however, have not displaced China as the preeminent protector of stability on the Korean Peninsula. It was noteworthy that China’s 2025 White Paper on Arms Control, Disarmament and Non-Proliferation in a New Era did not make any reference to denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula.

This is the new reality: the DPRK is a nuclear possessor state.  Nuclear weapons ensure the preservation of the Kim dynasty. There is no alternative to the Kim family, as Kim Jong Un has eliminated any contenders. Its nuclear programme has two purposes: domestically, it shows to Kim Jong Un’s people and political elite that he cannot be pushed around (in fact, he meets with powerful leaders – Trump, Xi Jinping, Putin – as a peer) and internationally, to prevent any attempt, whether imagined or real, at regime change in the DPRK.

The DPRK is built almost entirely on the promise of standing up to a powerful and menacing foreign enemy.  The more looming the threat, the better the narrative works for Kim.

What are the options to make progress?
The first requirement is a willingness to engage, and this applies equally to Kim Jong Un, South Korea, the United States, China and others.  At present, official dialogue is stalled, as Kim Jong Un refuses to engage, as also noted during a meeting with Singaporean Foreign Minister Vivian Balakrishnan in late May 2026. This should not surprise us, since North Korea has seen what happened with countries like Iraq and Libya.  It is surely closely following the US policy on Iran which has waged a war on the country since late February, engulfing the entire region. 

Shortly after assuming office last year, Trump called North Korea a “nuclear power”, saying “I think he (Kim Jong Un) will be happy to see I’m coming back”. Trump’s Defence Secretary, also called North Korea a “nuclear power” during his Senate confirmation hearing.  These comments elicited strong reactions in the region, as they veer away from the US policy of denuclearization.

Recognizing North Korea as a nuclear state is fraught with danger.  Accepting its nuclear arsenal would confirm its permanent nuclear status and hand Kim Jong Un a symbolic victory for its defiance of the UN Security Council and international norms.  And, not to forget, recognition might embolden other states to persist until they too obtain nuclear weapons, which could be the fatal blow to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty.

While US President Trump is currently focused on several geopolitical regions, he did state during a visit to Asia last year that he was “100 percent” open to a meeting with Kim Jong Un – but the offer went unanswered.  

So does the US have a strategy on the DPRK?  In December 2025 Richard Grenell was appointed presidential envoy for special missions which inter alia includes US-North Korea dialogue. Since then, no specific policy or strategy has been announced, and it appears that the maximum pressure campaign by enforcing heavy economic sanctions and isolating Pyongyang is continuing.  So is the robust US deterrent posture shared with South Korea and Japan, with joint military exercises, forward-deploying assets and reaffirming extended deterrence guarantees to check North Korean provocation.

North Korea is not Trump’s priority, at least not while Kim Jong Un is unwilling to have a leader-to-leader negotiation which is Trump’s preferred diplomacy style.  But peace is not secured by a single meeting or agreement – it needs a sustained process of engagement and building trust.

We must also remember how far Kim Jong Un’s power has risen since taking over the leadership in 2011.  He is now estimated to have about 50 nuclear warheads, but the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) believes that North Korea possesses enough fissile material to build between 70 and 90 nuclear weapons, presenting strategic and tactical challenges to the region (and likely beyond, following recent disclosures about the reach of ballistic missiles).

Let us also look at Kim Jong Un’s state visits. Following his first meeting with Putin in Moscow in 2019, a second visit took place in September 2023. In June 2024, Putin came to Pyongyang (for the first time since 2000) and the two leaders concluded a robust military alliance: the Treaty on Comprehensive Strategic Partnership.

Kim Jong Un also solidified his relations with Xi Jinping.  He was invited to the 80th anniversary of the China victory parade in Beijing in September 2025 and arrived by train with a large delegation.  Xi Jinping made a state visit to North Korea in June 2026 (his first was in 2019) and both countries marked the 65th anniversary of the Treaty on Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual Assistance between China and North Korea. While no additional agreements were concluded, Xi Jinping’s visit was an opportunity to reassert China’s influence and bilateral cooperation with North Korea.
No joint effort on the North Korea file can be expected until other conflicts and wars have abated or been solved. The political climate is simply not conducive, the States that need to join the effort are either at war themselves and/or preoccupied with other geopolitical issues.

Yet history sometimes takes us by surprise. In August 2026, during the South Korean and US military annual exercises, President Trump suddenly denounced them – a step that put the alliance between the two countries under great stress.  He criticized the military drills – which have been going on for seven decades – as “not only costly” but “totally inappropriate and hostile” towards North Korea. He also announced a substantial reduction of the Joint Military Exercises.

In the same tweet, Trump characterized North Korea as “unthreatening and respectful” and noted his “very good relationship” with Kim. One can only imagine the shockwaves that the tweet set off in South Korea.  The country has been under increasing threat from North Korea which labelled its neighbour “most hostile enemy”. Also, South Korea had already suffered from punishing US tariffs and was frustrated by Trump’s agreement to allow Saudi Arabia to enrich uranium, a demand which South Korea had long made, without success.

For North Korea, however, the tweet was validation and another step up the diplomatic ladder of acceptance.  As mentioned above, there does not appear to be a US government strategy concerning North Korea. Was this Trump’s effort to entice Kim to meet with him?  Or to divert from the debacle of the Middle East war?

If no strategy is apparent, however, there is thinking on the way forward in other circles.  Think-tanks are actively publishing on the issue, and the Asia-Pacific Leadership Network (APLN) published a report in May 2026 on Breaking the Korean Peninsula Nuclear Stalemate: Recommendations for the United States, South Korea and China.  There is food for thought for those wishing to engage, and in an ever-hopeful view of working for a better world, one can hope that moment will come in the not-too distant future.

  *   *   *


4

