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Abstract

“North Korea's Efforts to Expand Exchanges and
Cooperation with Southeast Asian Countries

Jongwon Kim
(Institute for National Security Strategy)

This study aims to analyze North Korea's efforts to expand exchanges and cooperation with
Southeast Asian countries during the Kim Jong—un era and to examine the strategic
intentions behind such efforts. In recent years, North Korea has characterized the
international order as a multipolar system and has actively sought to utilize this perception
as part of its foreign strategy. In particular, following the 9th Party Congress, Pyongyang
has focused on Southeast Asian countries and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN) as new partners for cooperation in order to supplement its limited diplomatic
structure centered on China and Russia and to alleviate its diplomatic isolation. Accordingly,
this study examines the current status of diplomatic, economic, and people-to—people
exchanges between North Korea and Southeast Asian countries, while also analyzing how
North Korea has utilized its traditional relations of friendship and cooperation.

The findings show that, despite recent diplomatic difficulties reflected in the reduction of
overseas missions, North Korea has continued to maintain diplomatic missions in Southeast
Asia and manage its relations with the region. In addition, trade between North Korea and
countries such as Vietnam and Indonesia has shown a gradual recovery since the COVID-19
pandemic, while educational and private—sector exchanges have also resumed on a limited
scale. In particular, North Korea has maintained traditional friendly relations based on
socialist solidarity and non—alignment with socialist countries such as Vietnam, Laos, and

Cambodia, which were established during the Cold War era. Political solidarity has been
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further strengthened through exchanges of congratulatory messages between top leaders,
high-level visits, and commemorative events. This demonstrates that North Korea is
actively utilizing its historically established relations of friendship and cooperation as
strategic assets in its contemporary foreign policy.

North Korea's approach goes beyond simple regional diplomatic expansion and contains
strategic objectives such as escaping diplomatic isolation, diversifying economic
cooperation, and reducing dependence on China and Russia. In particular, after redefining
inter-Korean relations as “hostile relations between two states,” North Korea has sought to
utilize Southeast Asia as an alternative space for exchanges and cooperation in place of
South Korea. At the same time, Pyongyang also appears to aim at securing friendly forces
within the international community by sharing anti—Americanism and multipolar discourse
through solidarity with Southeast Asian socialist countries. However, North Korea's strategy
is likely to face certain limitations, given that Southeast Asian countries place significant
emphasis on complying with international sanctions against North Korea and adhering to
ASEAN norms. On the other hand, the absence of a binding governance mechanism at the
ASEAN level may continue to create opportunities for informal exchanges and gray-zone
transactions.

Therefore, this study argues that North Korea’s approach toward Southeast Asia should be
understood not as a short—term diplomatic tactic but as part of a mid- to long—term strategy
aimed at securing new diplomatic space and a foundation for economic cooperation within
a multipolar order. Furthermore, it suggests that South Korea should actively utilize
multilateral cooperative frameworks such as the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) to explore
limited forms of cooperation and management with North Korea, while also strengthening
regional cooperative mechanisms to prevent North Korea's illicit transactions and gray—

zone activities.

Keywords: North Korea, Southeast Asia, ASEAN, Multipolar Order, Socialist Solidarity, Non-
Alignment, Global South
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