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Topic: Measures to de-escalate rising tensions in the Korean Peninsula
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Position: Expert Chair

Introduction

The Korean Peninsula has long stood at the crossroads of global security and geopolitical rivalry,
shaped by the consequences of its division following World War II (including deep-seated mistrust
between North and South Korea, inherited by their patron states) and the legacy of the Korean War.
Despite intermittent attempts at peaceful dialogue, the peninsula continues to face cycles of provocation
and counter-provocation (including military drills and propaganda), with rising tensions posing a
significant threat not only to regional but also to global security. The presence of nuclear weapons,
frequent military exercises, and unresolved historical issues amplifies the risk of escalation, making the
search for long-lasting peace increasingly urgent. Tensions have recently peaked, driven by mutual
distrust, competing security policies, and provocative actions such as border incidents and nuclear
advancements. Previous agreements aimed at reducing military activities and restoring general relations
have faltered, revealing the challenges of sustaining long-term trust and stability. Measures to de-escalate
face substantial obstacles, including political polarization, divergent security interests, and the complex
role of external actors such as the United States, China, Russia, and Japan. As global power dynamics
evolve and local actors weigh new choices, understanding which measures can defuse crises, increase
mutual trust, and set the stage for meaningful dialogue is a vital pursuit for regional and international
stability. Ultimately, the urgency of finding workable solutions underscores the importance of continuing

thoughtful research and engagement on this issue.

Definition of Key Terms

Demiliatarisation
The reduction of state-owned military power, usually as a result of a peace treaty or agreement, often
involving the dismantling of armed forces or removal of weapons in specific zones to promote long-term

peace and security.



Trusteeship
A system used by the UN to help non-self-governing territories work towards independence or
self-government, involving international oversight to ensure the administration is conducted in the best

interests of the inhabitants.

Armistice

An agreement between opposing sides of a war to cease fighting for a period of time, typically as a

preliminary step toward peace negotiations or a formal end to hostilities.

Denuclearisation

The removal of nuclear arms from an area, often involving disarmament, dismantling of nuclear weapons,

and sometimes the cessation of nuclear weapons development to reduce the threat of nuclear conflict.

Defector

A person abandoning their native country in favour of an opposing one, often for ideological, political, or

personal reasons, frequently risking severe consequences or persecution.

Annexation

The formal act of acquiring territory, often involving colonial rule or occupation, where one state extends

its sovereignty over another area without the consent of the original inhabitants or governing body.

Protectorate

A state or territory that maintains its own internal government but is under the control and protection of a
more powerful country. While the protectorate usually manages most of its domestic affairs, it
relinquishes control over its foreign relations and defense to the protecting state. This arrangement is
typically established through a treaty, where the protector promises diplomatic or military protection in
exchange for specified obligations from the protectorate, distinguishing it from a colony because it keeps
formal sovereignty and some autonomy. An example of this is the US and the Philippines, with this

regime starting 1935 and ending 1946.



Background Information

Historical Background Information

On August 22, 1910, Japan formally annexed Korea, marking the start of a 35-year colonial
period. This followed the signings of various treaties that allowed Japan to increase its influence over
Korea (including making it a Japanese protectorate in 1905), starting after the First Sino-Japanese War
(1894-1895). This manifested itself as unequal treaties, military interventions, economic expansion, and
even forcing the Korean Emperor Gojong to abdicate in 1907. During the colonial period, the Japanese
overhauled Korean society through assimilation policies (such as teaching only Japanese in schools,
outlawing Korean traditions and customs, and forcing people to change their Korean names to Japanese
ones), and used Korea as a base for imperial expansion, extracting the country’s resources for Japanese
benefit. Although resistance movements sprung up, they were crushed by brutal police and military force.
Later, the Japanese allowed for more freedoms, yet still continued major attempts at cultural governance
as well as mass economic exploitation. Due to the start of World War II, Japan conscripted Koreans to
fight for them, forced them into manual labour, and by the end of WWII, much of Korea’s infrastructure
was oriented toward serving Japanese needs. The annexation abruptly ended in August 1945 with the
defeat of Japan by the Allied forces. Korea was liberated, but soon divided at the 38th parallel (the name
given to the latitude line dividing North and South Korea) by the Soviet Union and the United States due
to geopolitical tensions. The United States took control of the southern half, and the USSR, the northern.

Following this separation, in December of 1945, in Moscow, the US, USSR, and UK formed the
Moscow Agreement, during the Moscow Conference, outlining that Korea would be under a 5 year
four-power trusteeship. The trusteeship concept originated in Allied wartime discussions, most notably at
the Cairo conference in 1943, where the powers agreed that Korea should eventually become free and
independent, and was formalized in the aforementioned Moscow Agreement. The hope was for the
trusteeship to facilitate Korean self-government, eventual unification, and independence after a period of
international oversight. When the USSR got control of its territory, however, it almost immediately started
to seal it off. Cold War tensions and deepening distrust between the US and USSR ultimately derailed
joint efforts. The US-Soviet Joint Commission, set up to create a unified administration, could not resolve
ideological differences or agree on which Korean political groups should participate. As negotiations
failed, the UN became involved, leading to separate governments in 1948. The Republic of Korea (South
Korea) was established on August 15, 1948, with Syngman Rhee as its first president, and the Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea (North Korea) was established shortly after on September 9, 1948, with Kim

Il-sung as its leader, with both claiming sovereignty over the entire peninsula.



The Korean War started on June 25th, 1950, when North Korea (backed by the Soviet Union and
later China) launched a surprise invasion of South Korea, aiming to unify the Korean Peninsula under
communist rule. Initially, North Korean forces rapidly advanced, capturing Seoul and pushing South
Korean and United Nations forces to a small southeastern corner known as the Pusan Perimeter. A turning
point came in September 1950 with the daring Inchon Landing led by US General Douglas MacArthur,
which severed North Korean supply lines and allowed UN forces (led by the US) to recapture Seoul and
push deep into North Korean territory toward the Yalu River bordering China. The intensive bombing
campaigns by the US devastated North Korea's infrastructure and cities, with massive civilian suffering.
Eventually, both sides signed the Korean Armistice Agreement on July 27, 1953, establishing a
Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) but failing to produce a formal peace treaty, thus technically leaving the
Koreas still at war. The conflict resulted in over one million military deaths and millions of civilian
casualties, left the peninsula divided, deeply scarred, and set the stage for Cold War tensions in Asia. The
Korean War's origins are closely tied to the division of Korea after World War II between Soviet and
American occupation zones, ideological conflict between communism and democracy, and unresolved
nationalist aspirations for Korean unification. It was one of the first proxy wars of the Cold War,
illustrating the global struggle between the United States and its allies against the Soviet Union and
China. The war's legacy includes ongoing geopolitical tensions, a heavily militarized border, and

profound impacts on Korean society and the international order.

Current Situation in the World

Since 2006, North Korea has conducted six nuclear tests. All six of these have been located on
Mount Mantapsan in the south of North Hamgyong Province. This test site, called Punggye-ri, is the only
known location of North-Korean nuclear detonation. The most recent (and most powerful) nuclear test
was on September 3rd, 2017, causing an artificial earthquake with a magnitude of 5.6 in Seoul.

Pyongyang claims that a hydrogen bomb was tested at this time.

The practice of flying propaganda balloons filled with pro-democracy leaflets, world news,
necessities scarce in the isolated country, and US dollars into North Korean territory was common by
South Korean activists and North Korean defectors until December 2020, when it was criminalized. The
punishment for this, and other acts like it, such as playing extremely loud broadcasts or placement of
billboards near the border, is up to three years in prison or a hefty fine of 30 million Korean won (almost
$30,000). The legislation is intended to help pave the road for improving relations with the North, and to
ensure safety for Koreans living near the border. Opposition to this ban claimed that this hinders free

speech and will leave “North Korean residents enslaved for good.” (Tae Yongho, 2020) Preceding this, in



June 2020, North Korea had blown up a liaison office, which was created to attempt to improve
communications with the South and agreed upon during the 2018 inter-Korean Summit (see Previous
Attempts to Solve the Issue), in response to the aforementioned defectors and activists’ plans to send
balloons over the border. The liaison office was located in the North Korean border town of Kaesong, and

was destroyed seemingly due to the remarks of Kim Jong-un’s sister, Kim Yo-jong.

Generally, the situations of the two nations are close to polar opposites. Ever since the dissolution
of the USSR, the DPRK has been struggling economically, with the latest figures from 2023 estimating a
$29.6 billion nominal GDP, according to the Bank of Korea. Contrastingly, the ROK boasts a leading
economy, with the IMF stating that its nominal GDP was $1.84 trillion that same year. Their militaries,
however, don’t reflect the same idea. This is due to the fact that the North Korean army has more than
double South Korea’s active personnel, making it the fourth largest active army, despite the large gap in
population size, as described by the International Institute for Strategic Studies. And perhaps the largest
inequality comes from nuclear weapons, as stated previously. North Korea is the only one of nine states
with access to nuclear weapons, more specifically, fifty nuclear warheads (as of January 2025, according
to SIPRI). Meanwhile, South Korea currently doesn’t have any sort of nuclear power. This is partly due to
strong ties to the United States, and mainly because it signed the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT)

in 1975 after giving up its own nuclear weapons development programme.

Major Countries and Organisations Involved

The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (North Korea)

The DPRK is officially a unitary single-party republic, and while also having the Supreme People’s
Assembly, it is fully under the control of the Supreme Leadership of the Kim dynasty, with the current
leader being Kim Jong-Un. It has an estimated population of just over 26 million people, and was

established with close ties to other communist governments in geographical proximity (USSR and China).

Republic of Korea (South Korea)

South Korea’s head of government is currently Prime Minister Kim Min-Seok, along with the National
Assembly. The Republic of Korea has been using the unitary multiparty system since its creation. Due to
its relation to the US, it originally adopted a very similar political structure to it, with the establishment of

the legislative, judiciary, and executive branches.



The United States of America

The United States is a longstanding ally of the Republic of Korea, helping with its formation after the
Second World War. Because of the U.S.’s involvement with the freedom of Korea, it was given the
territory south of the 38th parallel to occupy and place a trusteeship over for 5 years. This was agreed
upon with the USSR, China, and the UK in Moscow in December 1945. The Korean War saw the U.S.
lead United Nations forces to defend South Korea, resulting in a military alliance cemented by the 1953
Mutual Defense Treaty, which continues with U.S. troops stationed in South Korea. However, today, there
are concerns that President Trump could demand higher payment for U.S. troop stationment in South
Korea as Washington turns its focus to China. The U.S. has supported South Korea politically and
militarily since its formation, while maintaining a stance against the North Korean regime backed by the
Soviet Union and China. Since 1976, a joint military exercise, typically lasting 11 days, called “Ulchi
Freedom Shield” has been conducted annually in August or September. This year, it was conducted
between August 18th and 28th. The 2017-2021 Trump administration marked a unique phase by engaging
directly with North Korea's leader Kim Jong-un, including historic summits in 2018 and 2019 aimed at

denuclearization, though these talks ultimately stalled amid disagreements.

Union of Soviet Socialist Republics/Russian Federation

Since liberation from Japan in 1945, the Soviet Union played a pivotal role in establishing and supporting
North Korea, providing military aid, economic assistance, and political backing. The USSR was given
control of Korea north of latitude 38° (or along the 38th parallel) in 1945, which they started to seal off
immediately. This was despite the agreement formed with the US, UK, and China in Moscow during
December of 1945 to execute a 5 year trusteeship on Korea, which was planned to open the gates for the
later reunification of the Korean peninsula. Currently, Ruso-North Korean relations are at their closest
point since the Soviet era, strengthened by deep strategic and military cooperation. Russia and North
Korea signed the Treaty on Comprehensive Strategic Partnership in June 2024, which includes mutual
defense commitments, military and economic cooperation, technology transfer, and positions them as
ideological partners against Western influence. In contrast, Russia-South Korea relations have declined
significantly since 2022: Russia designated South Korea as an “unfriendly state” due to its sanctions

against Russia and support for Ukraine.



The People’s Republic of China

PRC’s role in the Korean War was as a result of the Sino-Soviet alliance in 1949-1950, with China then
committing to supporting communist revolutions in East Asia. After the US-led pushback against North
Korean forces (who were already backed by Soviet ones), China assisted the DPRK by deploying the
Chinese People’s Volunteer Army in the peninsula in October 1950. This intervention also served in

China’s northeastern border protection and maintaining communism in that region.

Japan

Originally, Japan occupied the Korean Peninsula up until August 1945, which is what caused political
confusion in the area, and thus the division. With the unconditional surrender, however, the United States
decided to start reforms to turn Japan into a powerful ally in the developing Cold War, which then had the
Japanese aiding the US in their support for South Korea.

United Nations

In 1947, the United Nations Temporary Commission on Korea (UNTCOK) was founded to supervise free
elections and support Korean independence, but its mandate was limited by Soviet refusal to cooperate
and let UN forces into the territory in the north. In the south, elections were held, leading to the formation
of a separate Republic of Korea under Syngman Rhee. During the Korean War, the United Nations was
very involved in both military efforts (see below) and establishing commissions related to the peninsula
(such as the aforementioned one). The United Nations Commission on Korea (UNCOK), set up in 1948,
was tasked with facilitating the withdrawal of occupying forces (i.e. the US and USSR) and promoting
unification; its mandate later expanded to monitoring developments that could lead to military conflict,
notably reporting the North Korean invasion in 1950. After UNCOK was dissolved in October 1950, the
United Nations Commission for the Unification and Rehabilitation of Korea (UNCURK) was formed,

focusing on diplomatic observation, rehabilitation, and working on postwar relief and reconstruction.

Timeline of Events

Date Description of Event

1905/1910 Japanese Occupation

Korea was forced into a Japanese protectorate in 1905 and



1945

August 15, 1948 & September 9, 1948

June 25, 1950

July 27, 1953

annexed outright by Japan in 1910. Japan ruled through military
force initially and later enforced cultural assimilation policies,
including banning Korean language and history education,
forcing Koreans to adopt Japanese names, and exploiting Korea's
resources and people for its needs. This colonial period lasted

until Japan's defeat in World War Il in 1945.

Division Along the 38th Parallel

After Japan's defeat, Korea was liberated but divided along the
38th parallel into Soviet and American zones of occupation in
the north and south, respectively. This division eventually led to

the creation of two separate states in 1948.

South Korea, called the Republic of Korea, was established on
August 15, 1948, with Syngman Rhee as its first president. North
Korea, called the Democratic People's Republic of Korea, was
established shortly after on September 9, 1948, with Kim Il-sung
declaring its formation in Pyongyang. Due to political
disagreements and tensions between their “sponsor” countries
(the United States and the Soviet Union), each claimed
legitimacy over the whole peninsula, which laid the groundwork

for the Korean War that began in 1950.

Start of the Korean War

North Korea invaded South Korea, initiating the Korean War.
This conflict drew in international forces, with North Korea
supported by China and the Soviet Union, and the south backed
by the United Nations led by the United States. Fighting ended
with an armistice in 1953, but no formal peace treaty was signed,

leaving the peninsula divided and tensions ongoing.

Korean Armistice Agreement
The armistice agreement ended active hostilities, established the
Demilitarized Zone (DMZ), and created a framework for

prisoner exchanges. However, it was a ceasefire, not a peace



treaty, meaning formal hostilities remained unresolved and the

situation remained fragile and tense.

1996 Four-Party Talks Initiated
Talks involving North Korea, South Korea, the United States,
and China began aiming to replace the armistice with a
permanent peace treaty and to establish confidence-building
measures. Though progress was limited, these talks marked an

early formal effort to manage tensions diplomatically.

October 9, 2006 First North Korean Nuclear Test
North Korea conducted its first underground nuclear test at the
Punggye-ri site, which was a low-yield explosion but marked a
significant escalation in the nuclear stand-off on the peninsula.
The test drew widespread international condemnation and

prompted UN sanctions.

September 3, 2017 Sixth and Most Powerful Nuclear Test
North Korea conducted its most powerful nuclear test to date,
claiming it was a hydrogen bomb capable of being mounted on
an intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM). The test caused a
large seismic event (earthquake with a magnitude of 5.6) and
triggered strong international condemnation and threats of

military response by the US and allied nations.

April 27, 2018 Inter-Korean Summit and Panmunjom Declaration
North Korean leader Kim Jong-un and South Korean President
Moon Jae-in signed the Panmunjom Declaration, agreeing on
mutual efforts to transform the armistice into a peace treaty. The
declaration also committed to working with the United States and

China toward this goal and to reducing military tensions.
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Relevant UN (and Other) Treaties and Resolutions

United Nations Security Council Resolutions (UNSCR) 82, 83, and 84

UNSCR 82 (Adopted June 25, 1950) condemned the armed attack on the Republic of Korea (South
Korea) by North Korean forces, and declared the invasion a breach of peace. It called for the immediate
cessation of conflict as well as urged North Korea to withdraw its forces to the pre-war boundary of the
38th parallel. The resolution also requested the United Nations Commission on Korea to monitor the
situation and report back, as well as requests that all countries “refrain from assisting North Korean
authorities.” The resolution aimed to halt North Korea's aggression diplomatically and prevent further
conflict, but was ignored by North Korea. UNSCR 83 (Adopted June 27, 1950) determined that North
Korea’s failure to comply with UNSCR 82 and the armed attacks constituted a breach of peace (once
again, this is stated in both resolutions), and therefore recommended that all UN members be willing to
supply military aid to South Korea. This resolution marked the UN's authorization of military intervention
in Korea. UNSCR 84 (Adopted July 7, 1950) approved of the vigorous support of many UN countries for
South Korea, and authorized the formation of the United Nations Command (UNC) under U.S. leadership
to provide unified military support to South Korea. It also more or less outlines how the United States is

to lead the UNC and keep the UN informed on the situation.

United Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 85 (July 31, 1950)

This resolution is more focused on humanitarian support towards the Korean civilian population. It
authorized the United Nations Command (UNC), which had been established by Resolution 84, to
determine the requirements for relief and support to the civilian population of Korea affected by the war.
The resolution called on specialized UN agencies, subsidiary bodies, and appropriate non-governmental
organizations to assist the UNC in providing this relief and support, and requested that the UNC report

back to the Security Council concerning these activities.

Korean Armistice Agreement (27 July 1953)

An armistice designed to cease all hostilities and all acts of armed forces in the peninsula of Korea until a
peaceful settlement, with the original signatories the United Nations Command, the Korean People’s
Army (which corresponds to the DPRK), and the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army (who essentially
withdrew themselves in 1994). It established the Korean Demilitarised Zone (DMZ), a ceasefire, and

finalised repatriations of the remaining prisoners of war.
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https://www.cvce.eu/en/obj/resolution_82_adopted_by_the_united_nations_security_council_new_york_25_june_1950-en-64ad35a0-24eb-41c6-b812-f843ad11211d.html
https://worldjpn.net/documents/texts/JPKR/19500627.O1E.html
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/112027?ln=en&v=pdf
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/112028?ln=en&v=pdf

INTER-KOREAN SUMMIT, Panmunjom Declaration for Peace, Prosperity and

Reunification of the Korean Peninsula (2018)

The declaration commits North and South Korea to improving relations and pursuing reconciliation,
including joint projects, family reunions, and economic cooperation. Both sides agreed to permanently
cease hostile acts, and reduce military tensions. The two countries resolved to work toward a formal end
to the Korean War and establish a lasting peace regime; however, both North and South Korea later pulled

out of the agreement. See section below for more details.

Treaty on Comprehensive Strategic Partnership (June 2024)

The Treaty on Comprehensive Strategic Partnership signed between Russia and North Korea in June 2024
is a landmark agreement that establishes a broad alliance across military, economic, and technological
domains, most notably featuring a mutual defense clause that obligates each country to aid the other in
case of armed attack. This is why there were about 12,000 North Korean troops sent to Russia in light of

the Ruso-Ukrainian war in 2024/5.

Moscow Agreement of December 1945

At the Moscow Conference in December 1945, participating powers decided to have Korea be placed
under a Four-Power Trusteeship between the Soviet Union, the United States, the United Kingdom and
China. This was after a conference in Cairo two years prior, where Korea was said to become independent
“in due course.” Despite this, these two conferences generated quite a bit of resentment, as many Koreans

believed that they should be given immediate independence after Japan’s defeat.

Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue

Establishing the DMZ

The Korean Armistice Agreement (1953) ended active hostilities and established the Demilitarized Zone
(DMZ) but did not create a formal peace treaty, leaving the peninsula technically at war. During the 1954
Geneva Conference, Zhou Enlai, representative of China, suggested a peace treaty for the peninsula;
however, the US Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, never accommodated such settlements. The July
4th Joint Communiqué in 1972 was the first inter-Korean agreement aiming to promote peaceful
reunification and non-aggression, but implementation stalled due to ideological differences. The
North-South Basic Agreement (1991) reaffirmed mutual non-aggression, cooperation, and reunification

efforts but also faced challenges in execution. The June 15th Joint Declaration (2000) marked a historic
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summit where leaders pledged cooperation, economic projects, and family reunions, yet tensions soon

resurfaced with political shifts and North Korean provocations.

Formation of UNCOK

The United Nations Commission on Korea (UNCOK) was established by the United Nations on
December 12, 1948, with the purpose of managing the post-World War II situation on the Korean
Peninsula. Its initial mandate was to oversee the withdrawal of foreign troops and facilitate a peaceful
reunification between North and South Korea, which had emerged under separate administrations after
liberation from Japanese rule. As tensions rose and military conflict became imminent, UNCOK’s role
shifted in late 1949 to include monitoring and reporting on events that could lead to war. UNCOK’s
observers famously confirmed the North Korean invasion of South Korea in June 1950, furnishing critical
evidence for the United Nations to take further action and authorizing military intervention. It was

dissolved in 1950.

Peace Declarations

During the 2018 inter-Korean Summit, “Panmunjom Declaration for Peace, Prosperity and Reunification
of the Korean Peninsula” was adopted by both parties of the Koreas, seeking to “make active efforts” for
the denuclearisation of both countries, prevent military clashes and armed conflicts, establish stronger
diplomatic and political ties, reunite separated families and relatives, and joint cooperation. This
declaration was submitted to the United Nations General Assembly (on the 6th of September, 2018) and
reaffirmed by a Joint Statement signed by Kim Jong-un and Donald Trump. After the election of
conservative South Korean president, Yoon Suk Yeol, North Korea suspended the agreement due to

escalating military provocations. Soon after, South Korea followed suit.

Possible Solutions

Restoring Military Hotlines & Dialogue

Reestablishing communication channels between North and South Korea is vital to minimise the risk of
military confrontation, as suggested in the 2018 inter Korean summit. However, as North Korea has
burned the embassy, which was built for this purpose as well as destroying the intracountry railway,

caution is advised.
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Peace Treaty Initiatives
Efforts have included proposals for a formal peace treaty to replace the 1953 armistice, with the
participation of both Koreas, the US, China, and other stakeholders; however, as stated above, the North

Korean constitution essentially forbids this.

Suspending or Modifying Military Drills and Action

North Korea is often on edge in the times of the joint US-South Korean military drills (as two of its
enemies are working together, specifically on military capabilities), and so modifying or suspending these
drills may ease Pyongyang. Another action which could be taken is attempts to increase military
transparency on both sides. If the leaders don’t feel like their enemies are attempting to intimidate them
and are actively working against them, perhaps there will be a higher chance they will be cooperative.
This situation is an issue of trust. However, it only works if North Korea also takes reciprocal steps to

reduce hostilities.

Reunification of North and South Korea

This is practically impossible, as North Korea has named South Korea as its “permanent main enemy” in
its constitution. Also, there would be an immense power struggle, economic issues, and South Korea
would have to take on millions of sick and starving people. All in all, not a sustainable solution that all

involved parties would agree to.

Joint Education Projects

The Koreas share an entirely joint history pre-1945, and therefore it would be possible to create joint
projects where North and South Korean students work together. This could be done through in person
meetings, through the sending of letters, or even videochats. The joint projects would aim to bridge the

gaps between the Korean people.
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