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Russia and North Korea - Rogues of the
world, unite!

Kristian L. Nielsen

The presence of North Korean troops at the frontline in Ukraine signals
both the escalation and possible spread of Russia’s aggressive war

Almost 23 years after George W. Bush declared North Korea, Iran and Iraq an ‘Axis of Evil',
the first two are still standing in opposition to the US, while the third has long been under
heavy Iranian influence. Some now argue that we are witnessing the emergence of a new
axis of four, with Russia and China joining the two original members. Today, Russia’s war in

Ukraine is the major fault line.


https://edition.cnn.com/2024/10/24/asia/russia-china-north-korea-iran-new-axis-intl-hnk/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2024/10/24/asia/russia-china-north-korea-iran-new-axis-intl-hnk/index.html
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China’s support for Russia is well known and a sore point between it and the NATO
members. China mainly supplies dual use goods and its purchases of Russian energy
exports has helped keep the economy afloat (see my commentaries 13 May and 17 July

2024). This relationship has been growing for a long time, and looks set to grow closer still.

As for the original axis members, it is noteworthy how willing Russia has become to enlist
the support of states that are about as rogue as rogue gets. Yet they have proven their
usefulness. Iran has supplied many of the missiles and drones that attack Ukrainian cities
and critical infrastructure. North Korea started supplying Russia with artillery shells in the
early spring of this year. The cosiness with Iran and North Korea shows that Russia does

not intend to make nice with the West anytime soon on any terms other than its own.

The recent arrival of North Korean troops at the front in Ukraine, however, dials the support

all the way up to eleven. Vladimir Putin has repeatedly warned Western powers against
putting ‘boots on the ground’ to help Ukraine, saying it could lead to a world war. Now he
has himself crossed that line. The new development also has implications far beyond
Ukraine, potentially upsetting the fragile stability in East Asia. It also poses difficult
questions for a Chinese leadership that has so far sought to tread a fine line between

supporting Russia’s war and not completely breaking off relations with the West.

The ‘Axis of Rogues’

Russia’s partnership with North Korea really took off this past spring. With Russia’s

domestic economy feeling the strain of economic sanctions, and military expenditure slowly

but steadily exhausting its fiscal reserves while crowding out investments in other
domestic spheres, and China still not supplying it with military aid, Russia had to look
elsewhere. Since the start of the war, North Korean leader Kim Jong Un has made two
visits to Russia, and in June this year, Putin visited for the first time in 24 years. The two

leaders signed a security pact, pledging to support each other in case of armed attacks.

According to NATO estimates, North Korea has supplied more than 2 million artillery shells

- South Korea puts the number closer to five million - thereby playing no small part in

sustaining the intensity of Russian warfare at a time when its domestic production is

struggling to keep up. What Russia gives in return causes even greater concern. Apart from


https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/nato-chief-urges-china-stop-supporting-russias-war-ukraine-2024-09-06/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2024/10/08/russia-china-axis-alliance-xi-putin-geopolitics/?tpcc=flash_points&utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Flash%20Points%20-%2010132024&utm_term=flash_points
https://edition.cnn.com/2024/09/06/politics/iran-transfers-ballistic-missiles-russia/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2024/10/29/politics/north-korean-troops-ukraine/index.html
https://www.politico.eu/article/north-korea-troops-russia-training-grounds-military-defense-kremlin-ukraine/?utm_source=email&utm_medium=alert&utm_campaign=Putin%E2%80%99s%20North%20Koreans%20now%20in%20combat%20zone%2C%20Kyiv%20says
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-68435163
https://www.hhs.se/en/about-us/news/site-publications/2024/russias-economic-imbalances/
https://www.hhs.se/en/about-us/news/site-publications/2024/russias-economic-imbalances/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/global-europe/news/north-korea-russia-sign-pact-to-give-all-available-military-help-if-other-is-attacked/?utm_source=Euractiv&utm_campaign=53ae167df3-RSS_DAILYUPDATE_EN&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_24f4b280c0-b00d8877da-%5BLIST_EMAIL_ID%5D
https://edition.cnn.com/2024/10/29/politics/north-korean-troops-ukraine/index.html
https://www.economist.com/asia/2024/06/16/vladimir-putins-dangerous-bromance-with-kim-jong-un?utm_campaign=r.the-economist-today&utm_medium=email.internal-newsletter.np&utm_source=salesforce-marketing-cloud&utm_term=20240617&utm_content=ed-picks-image-link-3&etear=nl_today_3&utm_campaign=r.the-economist-today&utm_medium=email.internal-newsletter.np&utm_source=salesforce-marketing-cloud&utm_term=6/17/2024&utm_id=1896727
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food supplies, North Korea may also have received high-tech military expertise and help for

its nuclear programme. For the United States, the nightmare scenario of a North Korea

capable of hitting on the US mainland is fast becoming a reality.

Now, North Korea is supporting Russia with troops. According to various estimates, some
10.000-12.000 North Korean troops may already be in Russia. Questions naturally abound as
to the combat-readiness of the North Korean troops. Their country has not, after all, fought
a war since 1953, and nobody knows the true state of military training. Striking partnerships
with new allies also presents problems of their own. Russian forces have little experience
in sharing a battlefield with allies, and questions of how to share equipment and ammo, as
well as overcoming language barriers, cause friction. Moreover, the casual racism so
common in Russian society shows here too, some Russian officers apparently referring to

their new allies as “the f***ing Chinese.”

Wider implications still?

Some argue that North Korea’'s commitment of troops is in itself escalatory behaviour vis-

a-vis South Korea. Kim Jong Un already formally abandoned the official policy of

reunification with the South in October. There have been various tit-for-tat provocations

along the border between the two Koreas over the past six months. South Korea, which has

until now been cautious regarding the Ukraine war may decide to come off the fence.

So far, South Korea has not supplied munitions directly to Ukraine, only to other allies, who,

in turn, have supplied Ukraine from their stocks. That at least provided a wafer-thin

pretence of neutrality. Some speculate that may now change. Already, Seoul has started

coordinating ‘practical countermeasures’ with the EU, which has itself swiftly condemned

North Korea’s actions. South Korea already appears to contemplate ways of helping Ukraine

with psychological warfare against the North Korean forces in the Kursk region.

China cannot be happy with any of this, not least with the added regional instability on its
borders. North Korea has been its client state, entirely dependent on its support, both

economically and politically. China fears it is losing its leverage, as Pyongyang may now

have an alternative through Russia. Others see Pyongyang as deliberately playing Russia off

against China. China has sought to play down the significance of Pyongyang’s move, and to


https://www.euractiv.com/section/global-europe/news/nato-worried-russia-may-support-north-koreas-missile-and-nuclear-programs/?utm_source=Euractiv&utm_campaign=eb29d5adbf-RSS_DAILYUPDATE_EN&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_24f4b280c0-b00d8877da-%5BLIST_EMAIL_ID%5D
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/north-korea/north-koreas-nuclear-family-kim-jong-un?utm_medium=newsletters&utm_source=fa_backstory&utm_campaign=summer_reads_2024_backstory&utm_content=20240623&utm_term=EUZZZ003ZX
https://www.politico.eu/article/united-states-north-korean-troops-now-in-russia/
https://edition.cnn.com/2024/10/25/europe/russian-soldiers-north-korean-recruits-intercepts-intl/index.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c1wnxlxxwq2o
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c1wnxlxxwq2o
https://www.economist.com/asia/2024/10/30/north-koreas-fanatical-regime-just-got-scarier
https://en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20231205000300315
https://armyrecognition.com/focus-analysis-conflicts/army/conflicts-in-the-world/russia-ukraine-war-2022/south-korea-considers-supplying-155mm-artillery-shells-to-ukraine-as-north-korea-backs-russia#google_vignette
https://www.reuters.com/world/south-koreas-yoon-says-north-korean-troops-ukraine-war-deployment-may-come-2024-10-28/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2024/10/24/russiaukraine-statement-by-the-high-representative-on-behalf-of-the-eu-on-reports-of-the-dprk-sending-troops-to-russia/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2024/10/24/russiaukraine-statement-by-the-high-representative-on-behalf-of-the-eu-on-reports-of-the-dprk-sending-troops-to-russia/
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/politics/article/3283809/outrage-seoul-over-leaked-idea-collaboration-ukraine-against-north-korean-troops?module=inline&pgtype=article
https://www.economist.com/china/2024/10/31/north-koreas-aid-to-russia-raises-difficult-questions-in-china
https://foreignpolicy.com/2024/10/07/northkorea-war-nuclear-russia-china/?tpcc=editors_picks&utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Editors%20Picks%2010072024&utm_term=editors_picks
https://foreignpolicy.com/2024/10/07/northkorea-war-nuclear-russia-china/?tpcc=editors_picks&utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Editors%20Picks%2010072024&utm_term=editors_picks
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scotch all talk of an ‘axis’ forming. However, the perception is spreading in the West that
China is the main enabler of Russia’s war. Beijing can therefore soon find itself facing

Western pressure to rein in North Korea, knowing that failure to do so might jeopardise

Chinese business interests.

How much deeper will the Russian-North Korean axis become, and what will China do

about it?

Kristian L. Nielsen is a research fellow at the Corvinus Centre for Contemporary Asian
Studies (CAS), Corvinus Institute for Advanced Studies.

All opinions expressed in this commentary are the author’s and do not represent an
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https://mailchi.mp/a6da392ac420/01042021-china-mfa-press-conference-14173383?e=f17b2cd584
https://www.cfr.org/expert-brief/north-korean-troops-russia-dangerous-new-phase-ukraine-war

