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Introduction 
This report seeks to quantify changes in the bilateral relationship between China and North Korea by examining 

hundreds of discrete exchanges between Chinese and North Korean officials as reported by the Director of National 

Intelligence Open Source Center (OSC) from January 2009 to December 2014.1 The authors categorized these 

exchanges by type (cultural, economics and trade, health, military, party-to-party, tourism, and science and 

technology) and by seniority of the participants (see Figure 1) and evaluated trends in these categories over time.* 

Finally, this report assesses trends in China-North Korea exchanges in the context of overall China-North Korea 

bilateral relations. 

Key Findings 
Trends in the frequency and content of China-North Korea exchanges between 2009 and 2014 appear to support 

the assessment, widely shared in the China- and North Korea-watching communities,  that relations between Beijing 

and Pyongyang have soured in recent years.2 Since 2010, the number of reported high-, senior-, and presidential-

level exchanges has fallen significantly, and in 2014 reached its lowest point in six years (see Figure 2). Though 

OSC reported three times as many China-North Korea exchanges in 2014 as in 2009, this increase was due primarily 

to the tripling of reported low- and medium-level exchanges, which rarely produced major policy outcomes (see 

Figure 3).† 

Figure 1. Seniority Levels of China-North Korea Exchanges 

Level of Exchange Parties to Exchange‡ 

Lower-Level 

Exchanges 

Low-Level 
Minor academic, bureaucratic, consular, corporate, expatriate, local 

government, tourist, and/or youth delegations 

Medium-Level 

Ambassadors, low-ranking representatives of prominent government 

organizations and ministries, and/or members of the National People’s 

Congress (China) and Supreme People’s Assembly (North Korea) 

Upper-Level 

Exchanges§ 

High-Level 

Vice ministers, low-ranking general officers in the Chinese and North Korea 

militaries, and/or nonranking members of the Central Committee of the 

Chinese Communist Party and the Central Committee and Politburo of the 

Workers’ Party of Korea 

Senior-Level 

Premiers, vice premiers, vice presidents (China), cabinet ministers, Politburo 

Standing Committee members (China), Central Military Commission 

members (China), high-ranking general officers in the Chinese and North 

Korean militaries, ranking members of the Central Committee and Politburo 

of the Workers’ Party of Korea, president and vice president of the Supreme 

People’s Assembly Presidium (North Korea), and/or state councilors (China) 

Presidential-Level President (China) and/or supreme leader (North Korea) 

Leadership changes in China and North Korea could suggest an explanation for the decline in upper-level 

exchanges. In December 2011, North Korean Supreme Leader Kim Jong-il passed away, and his son, Kim Jong-

un, succeeded him as supreme leader. In 2012, at the beginning of Kim Jong-un’s reign, China was preparing for 

its once-in-a-decade leadership transition. The uncertainty surrounding both of these leadership transitions could 

explain the drop in upper-level exchanges from 2011 to 2012: each country’s administration may have focused 

attention on its own domestic politics at the expense of maintaining the bilateral relationship. Since 2013, however, 

                                                           
*  Although OSC reporting on China-North Korea exchanges is robust and reliable, it should not be considered comprehensive as it may 

not account for all exchanges, such as secret or unreported exchanges. Moreover, the content and relevance of individual exchanges is 

often unclear due to a lack of publicly available information. 
†  Much of the increase in low-level exchanges was due to a rise in cultural, economics and trade, tourism, and science and technology 

exchanges. 
‡  Exchanges involving officials of different seniority levels are categorized according to the seniority level of the highest-level official 

involved in the exchange. 
§  Upper-level exchanges include only substantive interactions between upper-level officials. They do not include ceremonial events (e.g., 

wreath-layings) or official announcements and communications (e.g., letter correspondence). 
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the frequency of upper-level exchanges has not returned to the level seen during the administrations of President 

Hu Jintao and Supreme Leader Kim Jong-il. The overall drop in upper-level exchanges since 2013 suggests 

declining China-North Korea exchanges are the product of a conscious decision by one or both of the 

administrations of President Xi Jinping and Supreme Leader Kim Jong-un. 

Notably, upper-level exchanges between party officials appear to have ceased completely (see Figure 4). Previously, 

the close historical relationship between the Chinese Communist Party and the Workers’ Party of Korea had been 

the foundation and primary vehicle for conducting the bilateral relationship,3 but nearly all upper-level exchanges 

are now explicitly government sponsored: they occur through official bureaucratic and diplomatic channels, rather 

than by the friendly and often informal party-to-party meetings that were common until 2013. 

What Does This Mean for the Future of China-North Korea 

Relations? 
Public meetings and exchanges, particularly between upper-level officials, are important not only for cultivating 

productive working relationships between two countries, but also for signaling to domestic and foreign audiences 

the importance each side assigns to bilateral ties. In the case of China-North Korea bilateral contacts, projecting 

amicable ties does not appear to be a priority for at least one (and maybe both) of the countries. This perception 

becomes more compelling when contrasted with China’s warming relations with South Korea in recent years. 

Observers are quick to point out that President Xi has met with South Korean President Park Gyeun-hye seven 

times but has yet to meet Kim Jong-un,4 a striking fact given that China is a longtime ally of North Korea (which is 

still technically at war with South Korea).  

The decline in China-North Korea exchanges is one of several recent developments that suggest an overall souring 

of the bilateral relationship:*  

 Since late 2012, North Korea has drawn criticism from China and others with a series of tests demonstrating 

its ballistic missile and nuclear capabilities. In December 2012, a North Korean rocket put the country’s 

first satellite into orbit, likely using ballistic missile technology in violation of United Nations resolutions.5 

In February 2013, North Korea conducted its third nuclear test in eight years.6 In 2014, North Korea fired 

more than 100 projectiles over the course of at least 18 missile tests—at least ten of which used ballistic 

missile technology in violation of United Nations resolutions—according to open source reporting.7  

 Parallel to Beijing’s outreach to Seoul, Pyongyang has sought to diversify its foreign relations by reaching 

out to its former patron Russia, Japan, and Southeast Asian countries.8 

 Kim Jong-un unexpectedly purged and executed Jang Song-taek, his uncle and second-highest official in 

North Korea, in December 2013. Mr. Jang had been the chief North Korean agent in North Korea’s 

engagement with China, and official North Korean statements about the circumstances of his purge and 

execution suggest his relationship with China was treasonous.9  The event stunned and upset Chinese 

officials, and Mr. Jang’s execution likely has had the effect of discouraging other North Korean officials 

from seeking close ties with Beijing.10 

Nevertheless, the deterioration of China-North Korea bilateral contacts and the overall decline in China-North 

Korea relations do not seem to reflect a shift away from China’s long-standing strategic objective of stability† in 

North Korea. China’s perception that the United States seeks to encircle and contain China with regional alliances 

and partnerships shapes its fear that North Korean instability or collapse could provide a pretext for U.S. military 

intervention and allow Washington greater influence over the future of the Peninsula. 11  China’s overriding 

imperative to avoid this scenario drives its economic and political support for Pyongyang despite rising tension in 

the bilateral relationship. North Korea, for its part, is in no position to reject China’s support. Dr. Sue Mi Terry, 

senior research scholar at Columbia University’s Weatherhead East Asian Institute, testified to the Commission that 

“by some estimates, Beijing provides some 80 percent of North Korea’s consumer goods, 45 percent of its food, 
                                                           
*  For an in-depth discussion of China’s troubled relationship with North Korea, see U.S.-China Economic and Security Review 

Commission, 2014 Annual Report to Congress, p. 446-469. 
†  Stability, in China’s perception, is characterized by the absence of unrest, upheaval, or other sudden shifts in a country’s internal 

situation, and often is synonymous with regime stability. 
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and 90 percent of its energy imports. Sino-North Korean trade accounts for nearly 90 percent of North Korea’s 

global trade, while official Chinese investment accounts for almost 95 percent of foreign direct investment in the 

North.”12 As long as these dynamics sustain, Beijing is unlikely to significantly change its policy toward North 

Korea.   

Figure 2. Upper-Level Exchanges between Chinese and North Korean Officials, 2009–2014. 

 

Source: Commission staff judgments based on data from Open Source Center PRC-DPRK Exchange Charts, 2009–2014. 

Figure 3. Lower-Level Exchanges and Total Exchanges between Chinese and North Korean Officials, 

2009–2014. 

  
Source: Commission staff judgments based on data from Open Source Center PRC-DPRK Exchange Charts, 2009–2014. 

Figure 4. Upper-Level Party-to-Party Exchanges between Chinese and North Korean Officials, 2009–2014. 

Level of Meeting 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

Presidential-Level 2 4 1 3 0 0 

Senior-Level 1 0 3 0 0 0 

High-Level 2 0 0 1 0 0 

Total 5 4 4 4 0 0 

Source: Commission staff judgments based on data from Open Source Center PRC-DPRK Exchange Charts, 2009–2014. 
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