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Abstract

North Korea’s New Weapon Systems:

The Development of Tactical Nuclear Weapons and Its Implications

Bomi Kim

(Institute for National Security Strategy)

Since Kim Jong Un admitted to developing tactical nuclear weapons at the 8th Congress
of the Korean Worker’s Party in January 2021, the threat of tactical nuclear weapons from
North Korea has become existential. North Korea is expected to convert and operate various
weapon systems including solid-fueled short-range missiles such as KN-23, KN-24, and KN-
25, which have been intensively test-fired since 2019, medium-to-long-range cruise missiles,
smaller SLBMs, and new-type tactical guided weapons, into tactical nuclear weapons.
Pyongyang has claimed that tactical nuclear weapons of North Korea are a countermeasure
to deter military threats on and around the Korean Peninsula and prevent wars waged
by enemies. By operating the tactical nuclear weapons, Pyongyang seems to respond the
reinforcement of the ROK military’s forward force, prevent the US carriers and strategic
assets from entering the East Sea, prepare for the possibility of the US tactical nuclear
weapons being redeployed into South Korea, or deter the US and refuse access to the

Korean Peninsula in peace time. However, tactical nuclear weapons of North Korea would
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Abstract

possibly create the unstable strategic environment, including developing the ambition of
South Korea to redeploy tactical nuclear weapons from the U.S. and triggering an arms race
in East Asia. In addition, if Pyongyang switches to a delegative command and control system
for rapid use of tactical nuclear weapons, the risk of accidents will increase, and there is a risk
of theft or miuse in terms of weapons management. If tactical nuclear weapons are used by
North Korea in practice, they will change the strategic environment surrounding the Korean
Peninsula rather than produce tactical effects. Therefore, Seoul should recognize that tactical
nuclear weapons of North Korea will cause the mutual destruction, thereby deterring the use

of nuclear weapons and establishing concrete countermeasures.

Keywords: North Korea, Kim Jong Un, tactical nuclear weapons, the 8" congress of Korean Worker’s Party,
short-ranged ballistic missile
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