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North Korea Opens Its Skies — What China-
DPRK Normalisation Means for East Asian
Order

& The Hindu 30 March 2026

TH The Hindu 2 tags v

’ INTERVIEW ANGLE
"Air China's resumption of Beijing-Pyongyang flights signals North Korea's cautious
reopening — but without denuclearisation progress or sanctions relief, what does this
normalisation mean for the international rules-based order and India's strategic calculus in
East Asia?"

Air China resumed direct flights between Beijing and Pyongyang on March 30, 2026 — the first scheduled

service after a six-year suspension triggered by North Korea’s COVID-19 border closures in January 2020.

THE HERMIT KINGDOM REOPENS — CAUTIOUSLY

North Korea’s decision to allow resumed air links with China is a measured signal, not a strategic opening. The
distinction matters. Pyongyang’s leadership has reopened the Beijing route — not because of international
pressure, not as part of any diplomatic process, and certainly not as a step toward the denuclearisation that the
international community (and particularly the United States and South Korea) has demanded. It is a tactical

economic adjustment, driven by internal pressure.

North Korea’s economy, already among the world’s most isolated, suffered additional contraction during six
years of COVID-era border closure. Agriculture, manufacturing, and trade — all dependent on Chinese imports
and the foreign exchange earned from mineral exports and overseas workers — were severely disrupted. The air

link resumption enables official exchanges, trade facilitation, and the gradual restoration of economic lifelines.

But tourist visas remain largely restricted. The broader population of North Korea remains sealed off from the

world.
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CHINA'S CALCULUS — STRATEGIC BUFFER, NOT ALLY

China’s role in this reopening is facilitative rather than transformative. Beijing has never been comfortable with
Kim Jong-un’s nuclear programme — it destabilises China’s northeastern border, triggers US military
reinforcement of South Korea and Japan, and provides Japan with justification for its own remilitarisation.

China has historically supported UN Security Council sanctions against North Korea’s nuclear tests.

Yet China maintains the relationship because North Korea serves as a strategic buffer — preventing a US-
aligned Korean peninsula from sitting on China’s Manchurian border. China’s strategic interest in North Korean
stability (not reform, not denuclearisation — stability) means Beijing facilitates minimal sustenance rather than

enabling transformation.

The Air China resumption is the minimum threshold of engagement: official visits can resume, trade missions
can travel, the appearance of normalisation supports Kim’s domestic narrative that the COVID closure achieved

its public health purpose and North Korea is now choosing to re-engage, not being compelled to.

THE SANCTIONS ARCHITECTURE — UNDER PRESSURE

The UN Security Council has imposed progressively tighter sanctions on North Korea through a series of
resolutions since the first nuclear test in 2006 (UNSC Resolution 1718). Resolutions in 2016, 2017, and 2022
targeted coal exports, oil imports, and financial transactions — North Korea’s primary hard currency earnings

mechanisms.

However, since Russia’s veto in May 2024 blocked the renewal of the UN Panel of Experts that monitored North
Korea sanctions implementation, the sanctions monitoring architecture has been effectively disabled. Russia’s
post-Ukraine invasion alignment with North Korea — which has reportedly supplied artillery ammunition for
the Russian war effort — has fundamentally altered the geopolitical calculus. The transactional relationship

between Moscow and Pyongyang has given Kim Jong-un more diplomatic room to manoeuvre.

In this environment, the Air China flight resumption is not technically a sanctions violation — the sanctions
target weapons, oil, coal, and financial services, not civilian air travel. But it signals that the constraints on

North Korean engagement are loosening at the margins.

INDIA'S STAKE — INDIRECT BUT REAL

India does not share a border with North Korea, maintains no formal diplomatic relations of consequence, and
has historically followed the line that a denuclearised Korean peninsula is the necessary outcome. But India’s

stakes in East Asian stability are growing:

e Supply chains: South Korean and Japanese firms are major investors in India — any Korean

peninsula crisis would affect their capital deployment in India
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e Energy: A Korean crisis would trigger global energy price volatility, directly affecting India’s import
bill
¢ China-US dynamic: How the Korean issue plays out shapes US strategic bandwidth for the Indo-

Pacific — affecting India’s Quad partnerships and China’s willingness to engage constructively with

India

e Technology corridors: South Korea is a growing partner for India in semiconductors, defence

electronics, and shipbuilding — strategic ties that matter for India’s Aatmanirbhar Bharat agenda

India’s foreign policy establishment must track the Korean peninsula not as a distant diplomatic curiosity but as

part of the broader East Asian strategic architecture that affects India’s interests.

CONCLUSION

The Beijing-Pyongyang air link is a small data point — not a geopolitical inflection. But it is read alongside
larger signals: North Korea’s claimed hydrogen bomb capability, the collapse of UN sanctions monitoring,
Russia’s arms relationship with Pyongyang, and China’s facilitated reopening. The picture that emerges is of a
North Korean state that has outlasted international pressure, consolidated its nuclear status, and is now
cautiously re-engaging on its own terms. For advocates of a rules-based international order, this is a sobering

outcome.

UPSC RELEVANCE

DPRK nuclear tests; UNSC Resolutions 1718 (2006) and subsequent; Six-Party Talks (2003—2009); Air
Koryo; Dandong border crossing; China-DPRK trade share ~90%.

MAINS GS-2 (IR):

East Asian geopolitics; North Korean nuclear issue; UNSC sanctions; India’s Korea policy; China-DPRK

strategic relationship.
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FACTS CORNER — KNOWLEDGEPEDIA

I NORTH KOREA — CORE DATA:
Air China resumption: March 30, 2026; after 6-year COVID-related suspension (January 2020)
Air Koryo: North Korea’'s state-owned national airline
China’'s share of DPRK trade: ~90%
Dandong: Major China-DPRK border crossing (Liaoning Province, China)
| UNSC SANCTIONS TIMELINE:
1718 (2006): First nuclear test — arms embargo, travel ban, asset freeze
2270 (2016): Expanded — coal, iron, rare earth export bans
2321 (2016): Sectoral sanctions expansion
2375 (2017): Oil import cap (4 million barrels/year)
2397 (2017): Oil cap reduced (500,000 barrels/year); labourers recall required

2024: Russia vetoed renewal of UN Panel of Experts monitoring sanctions — monitoring architecture
collapsed

| SIX-PARTY TALKS:
Participants: USA, China, Russia, Japan, South Korea, North Korea
Hosted by: China (Beijing)
Active period: 2003—20009; stalled after North Korea withdrew
| OTHER RELEVANT FACTS:
North Korea declared nuclear state via law: September 2022 (Kim Jong-un’'s formal declaration)
Kim Jong-un: In power since December 2011 (death of Kim Jong-il)

Kaesong Industrial Complex: Inter-Korean economic project; South Korea shut it down in February
2016 after North™'s nuclear test; remains closed

India-South Korea CEPA: 2010; trade ~$28 billion bilateral; Samsung, Hyundai, LG major investors
in India

Sources: TheHindu , Ministry of External Affairs
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