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Introduction

South Korean President Lee Jae Myung is determined to rekindle inter-Korean
engagement. President Lee has made no secret of his intent, consistently
stressing the importance of fostering a cooperation-focused inter-Korean policy
approach since his inauguration in June 2025, despite repeated, clear signals from
North Korea that such interest is not reciprocated. One piece of Lee’s engagement
strategy includes restoring inter-Korean communication channels.! This is a
challenging endeavor given Pyongyang’s consistent dismissal of engagement-
oriented invitations2 and Lee’s own assessment that “virtually all of South Korea's
channels of communication with North Korea are currently cut off, leaving little
room for engagement.”3

To grasp the scope of this challenge, it is essential to understand how existing
channels may be used, to assess their viability for restoration, and to evaluate their
respective impact on inter-Korean relations. There are five potential modes of
communication between the Democratic People's Republic of Korea (DPRK) and the
Republic of Korea (ROK): hotlines; direct engagement; mediated engagement;
backchannel and track 2 dialogue; and the media. At present, inter-Korean hotlines
go unanswered, and Pyongyang continues to reject requests for direct or mediated
engagement. The DPRK’s adoption of a two-state framework has rendered this mode
of communication ineffective for bilateral contact. As a result, the media and
backchannel/track 2 dialogue serve as the principal modes of communication
between the two Koreas.

This situation is unlikely to change for the foreseeable future, unless Seoul solidifies
a broader policy reorientation in response to the DPRK’s recognition of two
sovereign states on the Korean Peninsula. While Seoul should remain open to all
avenues of engagement, its most pragmatic approach is to utilize communication
channels that remain viable; delivering political level signals through the media,
expanding inter-personal contact through backchannel and track 2 dialogue, and
pursuing opportunities for mediated engagement. At the same time, the ROK should
continue developing the near and long-term policy adjustments necessary to restore
formal communication channels with the DPRK.

This policy brief proceeds as follows. It begins by explaining the five modes of
communication and offering essential context as it relates to inter-Korean
engagement. It then provides details on the current status of inter-Korean

1 Hee-yeon Joo, “President Lee Jae-myung Proposes Restoring Inter-Korean Communication
Channels,” Chosun Ilbo, December 12, 2025, https://www.chosun.com/english/national-
en/2025/12/02/N7IFRLH7EVAELHIUKZ6LSEVRSA/ .

2 See, for example, Hyung-jin Kim, “Kim Jong Un’s sister rejects outreach by South Korea’s new
president,” Associated Press, July 28, 2025, https://apnews.com/article/north-korea-kim-sister-
south-tensions-bg51e28a509350do18deegi1ofdibces6.

3 See, for example, Whan-woo Yi, “Lee says Trump believes time has come to refocus on North Korea,”
Korea Times, June 19, 2026, https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/amp/foreignaffairs/20260619/lee-says-
trump-believes-time-has-come-to-refocus-on-north-korea.
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communication before offering recommendations and insights for the way ahead. At
the end of the policy brief are a series of annexes containing additional data on inter-
Korean modes of communication.

Hotlines Direct engagement Mediated engagement
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The five modes of communication

Modes of Communication

Communication pathways on the Korean Peninsula occur through established formal
or informal channels. Formal channels are direct lines of communication founded
for a specific purpose and typically codified in a negotiated agreement, thus creating
an expectation or obligation of use. Communication through formal channels
includes hotlines, direct engagement, and mediated engagement and can be
employed at varying levels, including by heads of state, cabinet ministers, and
working-level officials. Informal channels provide additional avenues of
communication with the advantage of minimizing obligations and risk. While several
informal channels exist, the ones most relevant to the Korean Peninsula are
backchannel/track 2 dialogue and multimedia formats.

Hotlines

Hotlines take a variety of forms, but at their core, they are structured communication
channels connecting designated offices or individuals who share an understanding
that calls will be answered promptly.4 In some cases, creating a hotline is as
straightforward as senior defense officials exchanging personal phone numbers.5 In
other situations, hotlines involve purpose-built, exclusive communication lines, such

4 Michael Bosack, “How the Japan-China Hotline Can Help Stop Crisis from Turning into Conflict,”
U.S. Institute of Peace, September 7, 2023.

5 This was the case between the military commanders of the Ethiopian National Defense Force and the
Tigray People’s Liberation Front. Citizen TV Kenya (November 8, 2022), accessed June 18, 2026,
https://youtu.be/Lh3dsoa_ WwE?si=rMJikn4 EXryPQ8to.
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as the dedicated connections maintained between the DPRK’s Korean People’s Army
(KPA) and ROK military.6

Hotlines are often the first mechanism considered when discussing restoration of
inter-Korean communication channels, and with good reason. They provide a
practical and efficient means for meeting both short- and long-term communication
needs. Consistent bilateral use of hotlines helps establish a foundation for sustained
interaction, can facilitate crisis prevention and management, while also fostering
institutionalized contacts between the two sides. Even when communication across
the hotline is one-sided, it is still useful for transmitting information, clarifying
intentions, and reducing the risk of miscalculation.

Minister of Unification Lee In-young observes a phone call attempt via the Red
Cross hotline in Panmunjom, 16 September 2020 (photo via the ROK Ministry of
Unification)

There have been nearly a dozen inter-Korean hotlines in operation between 1971 and
2023.7 At present, there are two hotlines on the Korean Peninsula in use: the United
Nations Command-Korean People’s Army hotline8 and the Inter-Korean Air Traffic
Control Channel.9 Except for the Kaesong-based infrastructure, most inter-Korean
hotlines remain physically intact, but go unanswered by the North. These include the
dormant Freedom House hotline© connecting the Ministry of Unification facilities
on the southern side of Panmunjom with Panmungak on the northern side, as well as

6 See Annex 1 for more information.

7 Full list and details on the hotlines included at Annex 1. See, as well, Moon Chung-in & Boo, S. C.,
“Hotlines between Two Koreas: Status, Limitations, and Future Tasks.” Journal for Peace and
Nuclear Disarmament 4(1), 192-200.

8 The United Nations Command Military Armistice Commission maintains the UNC-KPA hotline
24/7/365, conducting twice daily communication checks with the KPA to ensure the line is in sound
working order. The two sides use the hotline for various functions, such as notification of activities in
the Demilitarized Zone like construction work, military movements, or non-standard events.

9 The Inter-Korean Air Traffic Control Channel is dedicated to communication solely surrounding
public air traffic flow and therefore is not a viable channel for diplomatic or military communication.
10 The first two inter-Korean hotlines were established in 1971, initially as a communication
mechanism in conjunction with the South-North dialogues for coordinating a reunion between
families separated by The Korean War. While it took another 14 years for the first separated family’s
reunion to occur in 19835, it opened the door for respective intelligence services to begin a separate
dialogue on political issues, including those captured in the 4 July 1972 North-South Joint
Communique. The terms outlined in the communique established the first mutually agreed-upon
framework between DPRK and ROK for peaceful unification on the Korean Peninsula.
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two military hotlines previously used to exchange information related to
transportation corridors in the Demilitarized Zone and maritime boundary areas.
Their inactivity reflects political decisions rather than technical failure, underscoring
the importance of political will required to restore hotline channels.

Direct engagement

This mode of communication involves direct interpersonal contact between official
government representatives. Such engagement may occur through meetings on the
Korean Peninsula, in a third country*:, or in an established diplomatic forum such as
the United Nations. Unlike traditional interstate diplomacy, in which states interact
as separate sovereign entities, the two Koreas have historically operated within a
“special relations” framework designating Korea as one nation temporarily divided.

From 1971 to 2023, Pyongyang and Seoul maintained a policy of engagement
predicated on this notion of inter-Korean relations, which served as the foundational
basis for inter-Korean summits, ministerial meetings, working-level discussions and
cooperative initiatives.!2 However, the assumptions and structures underpinning the
inter-Korean framework collapsed after the DPRK transitioned to a two-state policy
in 2023.13 Since then, Pyongyang has dismantled the agencies and departments
responsible for managing inter-Korean affairs, while Seoul has maintained its
established architecture governing inter-Korean relations. The two Koreas now
operate from fundamentally different conceptual frameworks regarding the basis of
their relationship and the conditions under which direct engagement should occur.14

Institutional barriers within the ROK further highlight the disparity between
engagement approaches, as well as hinder official government representatives from
accessing traditional diplomatic networks and communication channels. The ROK’s
Ministry of Unification (MOU) retains primary responsibility for inter-Korean
affairs, while the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) manages relations with foreign
states.’5 This institutional division contributes to fewer interpersonal interactions

1 A list of countries which host both ROK and DPRK embassies is included at Annex 2.

12 Data collected by MOU since 1971 shows topics were broken down into five categories: (1) political;
(2) military; (3) economy; (4) humanitarian issues; and (5) society and culture. See Ministry of
Unification, “Inter-Korean Dialogue,” https://www.unikorea.go.kr/web/eng_unikorea/contents/
statistics_ dialogue.

13 DPRK recalibrated from an inter-Korean framework to a two-state paradigm through constitutional
enshrinement as a nuclear-armed state, codification as an independent sovereign nation and, in the
latest round of constitutional amendments, officially designating territorial land boundaries and
removing all references to unification. See, for example, Min-kyung Jung, “North Korea’s revised
constitution reflects ‘two hostile states’ doctrine,” Korea Herald, May 6, 2026,
https://www.koreaherald.com/article/10732176

14 The ROK constitution article 3 states, “The territory of the Republic of Korea shall consist of the
Korean peninsula and its adjacent islands,” which encompasses the DPRK.

15 Internationally, the ROK and DPRK are regarded as independent countries, having formally joined
the United Nations as separate member states in 1991. However, at the time, UN parallel membership
was intended as a mechanism to facilitate dialogue towards resolving the so-called “Korea question”.
Soon after UN succession, the two Koreas concluded the Inter-Korean Agreement on reconciliation,
non-aggression, cooperation and exchanges (also known as the “Basic Agreement”), which formally
acknowledged their mutual agreement to function under different governance systems with the goal of
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between the two Koreas and leads to the underutilization of contacts through third
countries, international organizations, or intergovernmental agencies.!¢

Moon Jae-in (center left) and Kim Jong Un (center right) engage during their April
2018 summit in Panmunjom (photo via the ROK Presidential Office)

Mediated engagement

During periods of high political tension in which direct engagement is constrained,
communication naturally shifts to mediated forms. In mediated engagement,
interactions between two sides are facilitated by an official third party, such as a
foreign government or international organization. The role of the third party varies
considerably, ranging from formal mediation to shuttle diplomacy to intermediary
host. A formal mediator plays an active role in managing the parties, facilitating
discussions and advancing negotiations. In shuttle diplomacy, the third party serves
primarily as a messenger, passing information between parties that are unable or
unwilling to communicate directly.’” As an intermediary host, the third party
provides a venue for talks and may present advice to the two sides outside of formal
deliberations.!8

eventual peaceful unification. Instead, a diplomatic competition for legitimate statehood and
acceptance into the international community has ensued for the last 30 years.

16 The United Nations offices in New York and Geneva, as well as the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) office in Paris, are locations in which ambassadors
from both North and South Korea maintain diplomatic presence.

17 This was evident in peace negotiations between the United States and Iran, where Omani, Qatari,
and Pakistani intermediaries conducted shuttle diplomacy between the White House and Tehran. See,
for example, Michael MacArthur Bosack, “The White House & Tehran’s two-week ceasefire,
explained,” Parley Policy Institute, Cable No. 60, April 9, 2026, https://www.parleypolicy.com/post/
the-white-house-tehran-s-two-week-ceasefire-explained.

18 The United States fulfilled this function for Russian and Japanese negotiators in Portsmouth as the
two sides sought to end the Russo-Japanese War. When the two sides reached an impasse, President
Theodore Roosevelt would at times provide advice for narrowing the gap. “The Treaty of Portsmouth
and the Russo-Japanese War, 1904-1905,” U.S. State Department, https://history.state.gov/
milestones/1899-1913/portsmouth-treaty.
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The selection of acceptable third parties depends largely on the extent to which
interests and constraints align with the proposed intermediary. In relation to inter-
Korean engagement, the North has been amenable to third-party involvement if the
intermediary could (1) provide assurances of regime security; (2) facilitate
concessions for Pyongyang; (3) deliver material goods as a condition of involvement;
(4) assert diplomat influence over other parties on behalf of Pyongyang; and/or (5)
maintain a strictly neutral position in the engagements.19

Implementation of the Korean Armistice Agreement offers the first example of
mediated engagement between the two sides, but there have been several others at
the working and political levels since 1953.2° For example, China was both a host and
participant in the Six-Party Talks, a series of multilateral negotiations held between
2003 and 2009 prior to the DPRK’s withdrawal.2: Importantly, political level
mediated engagement has been intermittent with long periods of inactivity, with the
primary driver being DPRK denuclearization rather than peace-related initiatives or
issues related to normalization of relations. Meanwhile, the DPRK has accepted
continued military-to-military communication via Armistice mechanisms, provided
that it is conducted by the U.S.-led, multinational United Nations Command.

Korean People’s Army (left), United Nations Command (center), and ROK military
(right) negotiators meet to deliberate disarmament of the Joint Security Area in
Panmunjom, October 2018 (photo via United Nations Command)

19 Sweden was the first European, non-Soviet bloc country to open an embassy in the DPRK and has
facilitated DPRK engagements in multiple roles. They have served on the Neutral Nations Supervisory
Commission since it originated in 1953 following the signing of the Armistice Agreement. Sweden has
also participated in shuttle diplomacy between the U.S. and DPRK, while also hosting negotiations
and summit-planning meetings.

20 The full list and details are included in Annex 2.

21 China, Japan, Russia, Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, Republic of Korea and the United
States participated in the six-party talks in an attempt to negotiate the complete irreversible and
verifiable end of DPRK’s nuclear program. The fourth round of talks resulted in the 2005 Joint
Statement in which DPRK agreed to abandon all nuclear weapons and nuclear programs in exchange
for a normalization of diplomatic relations, the right for peaceful use of nuclear energy and
cooperation on economic and security matters. The 2007 Initial Actions Agreement outlined a partial
plan to accomplish the goals outlined in the joint statement. For more information on the six-party
talks, see Leszek Buszynski, Negotiating with North Korea: The Six Party Talks and the Nuclear
Issue (London: Routledge, 2013).
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Backchannel/Track 2 dialogue

When formal mediation proves politically difficult, informal intermediaries can
provide additional channels of communication. Like mediated engagement,
backchannel and track 2 dialogue rely on external parties to facilitate
communication. Unlike formal mediation, however, these interactions occur outside
official channels and are often conducted by private citizens or residents connected
to the parties involved. Track 2 actors advance engagement through activities such as
conferences between non-governmental organizations or religious groups, academic
exchanges between think tanks or academic institutions, or working level meetings
between ex-government officials. Meanwhile, backchannels serve as intermediaries
for information exchange, coordination, and negotiation when parties are unable or
unwilling to engage publicly. The non-attributional nature of these engagements
enables parties to communicate even during periods of high political tension or
suspension of official dialogue.22

In the past, South Korean organizations and businesses with connections to
Pyongyang have been involved in coordinating cultural exchanges or aid. In the most
recent example of this, current Jeju provincial governor and longtime backchannel
intermediary Oh Young-hun engaged DPRK representatives in Beijing in February
2026 to negotiate a new aid deal.23 Oh received criticism from the Ministry of
Unification for revealing the details of the contact and agreement, in part because
DPRK interlocutors had demanded secrecy in the interactions.24 There are no
indications as to how many other backchannel contacts are in use.

- Tz
il AR 2T

: - ]
A spokesperson for the Jeju governor’s office provides details on the new aid deal
reached via backchannel engagement with the DPRK, 8 June 2026 (photo via Jeju
Provincial Government)

22 Government representatives also interact directly through backchannel engagements, such as the
respective Korean intelligence agencies communicating privately to plan summit arrangements, to
coordinate prisoner exchanges, or to pass messages between leaders.

23 Jeju Provincial Government, “Jeju, 16nyeon man-e nambuggyolyu hyeoblyeogsa-eob jaegae (Jeju
Resumes Inter-Korean Exchange and Cooperation Projects for the First Time in 16 Years),” Press
release, June 8, 2026, https://jeju.go.kr/news/bodo/list. htm?act=view&seq=2021530.

24 Hee-kon Yoo and Jae-yong Oh, “Exclusive: North Korean Official Urges Secrecy in Jeju Material
Support,” Chosun Ilbo, June 9, 2026.
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Media

The most publicly accessible informal channel of communication is the media space.
Through press releases, broadcasts, social media, and other multimedia platforms,
governments can signal intentions, convey policy positions, set expectations, make
demands, and offer explanations without requiring any direct contact with the other
party. At the same time, the lack of direct contact makes it difficult to ascertain the
other side’s understanding and interpretation of the information, as well as ensure
clear and consistent messaging across the information space.

The fundamentally different media environments between the DPRK and the ROK
creates a unique position for media in inter-Korean communication. All media
outlets in the North are state-owned or party-affiliated, and thus function as a source
for the dissemination of deliberate and controlled messaging to domestic and foreign
audiences. As a result, official news can be analyzed to gain insight into the regime’s
priorities, narratives, and policy signals.25

By contrast, in the ROK, a diverse range of independent media outlets report the
news from a variety of perspectives and publish contrasting editorial opinions. While
the diversity promotes public discourse and an active civil society, it also increases
the risk of mixed messaging in the information space due to leaks, uncoordinated
official or unofficial statements, or inconsistent reporting.26

In the absence of sustained dialogue, the information space has functioned as a
substitute arena for inter-Korean messaging, enabling Pyongyang and Seoul to
communicate indirectly. The recent drone incursion incident illustrates this
dynamic. Following DPRK state media-published accusations27 of a ROK drone
entering North-side airspace, the Lee administration publicly acknowledged the
severity of the incidents, provided updates on the investigation, and expressed
regrets through the media.28 Pyongyang responded through a Kim Yo Jong-
attributed statement29, suggesting that media-based communication helped manage
the incident and prevent escalation.

25 See Annex 4 for details on major television, internet, radio and print media outlets in the DPRK
accessible by foreign audiences. Annex 5 offers useful indicators in analyzing DPRK news statements.
26 A recent example of this came in mid-June 2026 as domestic media outlets reported on friction
between the Ministry of Unification and Ministry of National Defense on whether to label the DPRK
as the ROK’s principal enemy. Some outlets reported that MND was planning to drop the “principal
enemy” label from its forthcoming white paper, which MND quickly denied. Subsequently, members
of the MOU press pool reported on comments from a MOU official stating that “One cannot pursue
peaceful coexistence with North Korea while defining it as a principal enemy,” suggesting friction
between the two ministries. See Eun-ji Bahk, “Ministries clash over whether to call North Korea
'principal enemy',” Korea Herald, June 18, 2026, https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/amp/southkorea/
politics/20260618/ministries-clash-over-whether-to-call-north-korea-principal-enemy.

27 The first accusation came via the following published statement: “Statement of Spokesman for
General Staff of Korean People's Army,” KCNA, January 11, 2026, https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/
1768011033-974050309/statement-of-spokesman-for-general-staff-of-korean-peoples-army/.

28 Eun-jung Kim, “Lee expresses regret over drone flights by individuals into N. Korea,” Yonhap News,
April 6, 2026, https://en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20260406003351315.

29 “Press Statement of Kim Yo Jong, Department Director of C.C., WPK,” KCNA, April 6, 2026,
https://kenawatch.xyz/newstream/1775479365-707709262/press-statement-of-kim-yo-jong-
department-director-of-c-c-wpk/
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Images from recovered ROK drones released via DPRK state medla January 2026
(photo via KCNA)

Status of Communication

Inter-Korean relations remain at an impasse. Divergent conceptual frameworks and
policy objectives continue to constrain communication and engagement, putting
pressure on Seoul to evaluate whether greater policy alignment is a necessary step for
expanding communication and fostering sustained engagement with Pyongyang.

Formal channels of communication between the Koreas remain closed. Since taking
office last June, the Lee administration has cast a wide net, issuing invitations to the
DPRK for dialogue across humanitarian, economic and military fronts, in hopes of
locating a topic of mutual interest.3°¢ The administration has also announced a
number of unilateral concessions and confidence-building measures as a mechanism
for restoring trust and signaling its commitment to engagement.3! To address the
institutional barrier between MOFA and MOU, President Lee restored an intra-
agency coordination channel as part of a larger effort to clarify roles, foster dialogue,
and reduce discord.32

30 Appeals have been made to resume communication exchanges between separated families and for
the release of South Korean citizens currently being detained by the North. Unification Minister
Chung Dong-young has announced plans to reform the Kaesong Industrial District Foundation, a
South Korean statutory body responsible for South Korean businesses operating within the complex
(Article 19 of the Act on Support of the Kaesong Industrial Complex). This preparatory step signals the
South’s desire to open dialogue with the North on the reopening of the Kaesong Industrial

Complex. The Ministry of National Defense extended the first formal invitation from the Lee
administration this past November, requesting a meeting with DPRK counterparts to discuss issues
related to the DPRK’s border hardening efforts.

31 See, for example, Joon Ha Park, “Seoul pushes to restore no-fly zone after alleged drone flights into
North Korea,” NK News, February 18, 2026, https://www.nknews.org/2026/02/seoul-pushes-to-
restore-no-fly-zone-after-alleged-drone-flights-into-north-korea/.

%2 Joon Ha Park, “Lee Jae Myung orders tighter government coordination on North Korea policy,” NK
News, December 22, 2025, https://www.nknews.org/2025/12/lee-jae-myung-orders-tighter-
government-coordination-on-north-korea-policy/.
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However, the resumption of formal inter-Korean dialogue faces a significant
structural obstacle: Pyongyang has dismantled the institutions previously
responsible for managing inter-Korean affairs. By redefining relations as interstate
rather than inter-Korean, the DPRK has fundamentally altered the institutional basis
for engagement. Thus, invitations to restart relations based on legacy inter-Korean
frameworks have failed to gain any traction.

The DPRK blows up the north side of “Transportation Corridor-West,” a cross-
boundary transit point opened in the early 2000s to support inter-Korean
engagement, October 2024 (photo via ROK Joint Chiefs of Staff)

Seoul’s petitions for mediated engagement have also gone unanswered. Given the
DPRK’s unwillingness to engage bilaterally, President Lee has directly petitioned
President Trump and President Xi Jinping for assistance in opening communication
regarding North-South relations. At their first summit meeting in Washington last
August, Lee highlighted Trump’s role in facilitating dialogue in 2018, suggesting that
he serve as “pacemaker” to Trump’s “peacemaker” role.33 Similarly, in a recent
summit meeting with President Xi, Lee requested that Beijing encourage
Pyongyang’s outreach.34 Given China’s bilateral ties with the DPRK and its previous
role as host for the Six Party Talks,35 Lee’s view is that China remains one of the few

actors positioned to facilitate communication between the two Koreas.36

33 Sarah Kim, “Lee asks Trump to become "peacemaker’ on North Korea,” Korea JoongAng Daily,
August 26, 2025, https://www.koreajoongangdaily.com/korea/lee-asks-trump-to-become-
peacemaker-on-north-korea/12267888.

34 Young-ji Seo, “Lee says ‘great deal of time, effort’ needed to ease antagonism with North Korea,”
Hankyoreh, January 8, 2026, https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/e_national/
1238721.html.

35 Jayshree Bajoria and Beina Xu, “The Six Party Talks on North Korea’s Nuclear Program,” Council
on Foreign Relations, September 30, 2013, https://www.cfr.org/backgrounders/six-party-talks-
north-koreas-nuclear-program.

36 At first glance, Beijing seems like a viable choice for exerting influence in bringing Pyongyang to the
negotiating table. China’s global presence and involvement have steadily increased in the last two
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In the meantime, the media has served as the primary communication channel in
operation, with additional exchanges occurring via backchannels and via the United
Nations Command-Korean People’s Army hotline for military matters. Media
signaling and Armistice-related contact have been sufficient for mitigating the risk of
acute security crises and resolving finite incidents, such as the repatriation of
detained North Korean fishermen in July 2025.37 Further, the recent engagement
between Jeju representatives and North Korean interlocutors demonstrates that
informal channels can still facilitate humanitarian coordination between the North
and South.38 Still, the limited modes of effective communication between the Koreas
reflect a need to evaluate the underlying causes of the current impasse and how to
adapt when the DPRK has rejected traditional inter-Korean constructs.

North Korean fishermen sail back to the DPRK in a repatriation conducted with
UNC Military Armistice Commission facilitation, July 2025 (photo via ROK
Ministry of Unification)

decades, and the country is geographically proximate to both Koreas, ideal for ease of travel. The
political alignment between China and the DPRK also provides the DPRK with the prerequisite regime
security assurances. Additionally, China has strategic leverage over the ROK due to supply chain
coupling and economic partnerships, putting China in the ideal position of having geographical
proximity and influence over both parties. However, as the DPRK’s relationship with Russia has
deepened, China’s influence over North Korea has waned. Likewise, the economic benefits China
receives from ROK-China relations may cast doubt on China’s ability to remain neutral in the eyes of
North Korea. This relationship continues to evolve. See, for example, Michael MacArthur Bosack,
“Breaking Down the State of Play in Sino-North Korean Ties,” The Diplomat, June 13, 2026,
https://thediplomat.com/2026/06/breaking-down-the-state-of-play-in-sino-north-korean-ties, .

37 Seok-min Oh, “S. Korea to soon repatriate 6 N. Koreans rescued at sea: source,” Yonhap News, July
7, 2025, https://en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20250707004052315.

38 The request for assistance was reportedly initiated by North via backchannel civilian interlocutor.
The effort reinforces that Pyongyang will engage with the South to meet a material need, a point often
made by North Korean watchers. See Hee-kon Yoo and Na-yeong Kim, “Exclusive: Jeju Governor
Sends Medical Supplies to North Korea,” Chosun Ilbo, June 8, 2026, https://www.chosun.com/
english/national-en/2026/06/08/FUJ2K3HK6JEQRAOV7UDJVCA4BY/.
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Way Ahead

Ultimately, Seoul’s response to the DPRK’s new policy paradigm is the most
significant variable for potential renewed engagement. Kim Jong Un’s pursuit of
international recognition as the leader of a separate, nuclear-armed state reflects
both a strategic effort to ensure regime survival and a departure from the unification-
oriented policies associated with his predecessors. Under these conditions, the Lee
administration will face continued frustration when attempting to engage via inter-
Korean mechanisms and past policy frameworks that no longer institutionally exist
within the North.

Although policy constructs underpinning bilateral engagement have shifted, the
existing modes of communication themselves are still viable. There is evidenced
utility in both formal and informal channels, yet practitioners must recognize their
function and limitations to adopt a more targeted engagement strategy on the
Korean Peninsula. The Lee administration must leverage communication
mechanisms that have proven effective in the near term, while simultaneously
cultivating the political conditions necessary for sustained engagement in the future.

e The Lee administration should continue using the media to deliver policy
signals to the DPRK government. To mitigate potential problems with this
mode of communication, the government must take deliberate steps to ensure
messaging discipline across all government ministries and agencies.

e The ROK government should create a clear “menu of potential engagement”
that can be delivered to DPRK counterparts either through the media or
intermediaries. Such an approach would mitigate the risk of mixed messaging
while also allowing for more focused efforts at rekindling interactions across
multiple modes of communication.

e The Lee administration should target narrow issue areas for potential
engagement through intermediaries that are of mutual benefit to the two
sides. For example, security-related issues more closely align with the DPRK’s
core interests than economic or humanitarian cooperation, including
boundary demarcation, military exercise notifications, and risk reduction in
the Yellow (West) Sea. While the DPRK government has been unwilling to
engage ROK counterparts directly on this matter, there is an opportunity to
leverage the United Nations Command as a conduit for tangible progress
through mediated engagement.

e The Lee administration should seek small steps at blending the ROK-desired
special relations framework with established protocols for interstate relations.
Simple gestures such as using the DPRK’s official name in government
messaging can be effective in removing political obstacles to engagement.
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e The ROK government must remove institutional barriers for whole-of-
government approaches to DPRK engagement. In particular, MOFA diplomats
should be authorized and encouraged to engage DPRK counterparts in
addition to MOU and presidential office personnel. There is untapped
potential for direct engagement within international organizations and
between embassies in mutual host countries,39

e The ROK government must determine the boundaries of current
constitutional constraints as it relates to bilateral engagement with a DPRK
that now operates on a two-state policy paradigm. This is necessary to reduce
domestic political friction on future relations between the two Koreas.

e Given that a constitutional revision in the ROK remains politically divisive and
unlikely in the near-term, in-depth governmental and nongovernmental
studies need to be conducted to determine the military, political and civic
implications of a constitutional amendment.

Ultimately, the challenge facing Seoul is not the absence of communication channels,
but the absence of a shared framework for using them. Most of the mechanisms that
once facilitated inter-Korean interaction remain available in some form, yet they now
operate within a fundamentally altered political environment shaped by the DPRK’s
adoption of a two-state policy. As a result, efforts to restore dialogue through
approaches rooted in earlier assumptions about inter-Korean relations are unlikely
to succeed on their own. While formal engagement remains constrained, media
messaging, backchannel contacts, and limited mediated interactions continue to
provide opportunities for communication, crisis management, and confidence
building. The immediate tasks for the Lee administration are to leverage proven
communication methods, create a focused engagement strategy with incremental
expansion of communication modes, and to determine longer term approaches to the
current policy realities. Addressing these tasks will improve the prospects for
meaningful communication while continuing to ensure that periods of incidental
tension do not escalate into avoidable crises.

SR R O

39 Annex 2 includes a list of the 36 countries that host resident embassies for both Koreas. The ROK
has resident embassies in 111 of the 194 countries with which they maintain diplomatic relations,
while the DPRK manages 39 resident embassies among the 160 countries with which it maintains
formal relations.
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Annex 1: Inter-Korean hotlines

Year Name of Responsible | Leaders at Periods of Current
Established | Hotline ROK time of Suspensions | Status
Agency creation

Korean
National Red Ministry of Kim Il Sung / 1080-1984 .
1971 Cross (KNRC) . . 2016-2018 Inactive
Unification Park Chung-hee
/Freedom 2020-present
House Channel
North-South or | National . 7@ et (e | i
o ST Totcllzanes Kim Il Sung / 1980(Sep)-1984 | unknown
: . Park Chung-hee 2016-2018 (presumed
Line Service : .
2020-present inactive)
Inter-Korean .. Active-
Air Traffic Ministry of Land, Kim Jong I1 / solely for
1997 Infrastructure . .
Control Kim Yong-sam air traffic
and Transport
Channel flow
East and West .. .
2002 & 2003 Sea Military Mm.1Stry ol K}m Jong_Il / 2016-2018 Inactive
. National Defense | Kim Dae-jung
Hotline
2003 & 200 ggirrliségsanon Ministry of Kim Jong Il / 2008-2018 Inactive
3 4 . National Defense | Roh Moo-hyun 2016-2018
Hotline
Maritime .. .
2004 Authorities MH.HSUY ol i cfom L 2010-present Inactive
. Unification Roh Moo-hyun
Hotline
200 Maritime Radio | Ministry of Kim Jong I1 / 2008-2018 Inactive
3 Hotline National Defense | Roh Moo-hyun 2020 -present
Inter-Korean Inactive
201 Kaesong Joint Ministry of Kim Jong Un / g (due to
3 Committee Unification Park Geun-hye P closing of
Hotline complex)
2020 (Jun) to
Inter-Korean Ministry of Kim Jong Un / 2021 (Jul); 2021 .
2018 .. . . . . (Aug) to 2021 Inactive
Liaison Hotline | Unification Moon Jae-in
(Oct); 2023-
present
South-North )
2018 Leaders’ Blue House Kim Jong Un / 2020 to present Inactive
. Moon Jae-in
Hotline

Note: The United Nations Command and Korean People’s Army have persistently
maintained a telephone hotline. The current phone line was installed in 1998. There
was a period of intermittent usage from 2013 to 2019. Starting 11 September 2018,
the UNC-KPA hotline has remained in daily use between the two sides.
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Annex 2: Countries that host both DPRK and ROK embassies

The following countries are those where both Koreas maintain resident embassies
and where diplomatic contact could theoretically occur.

Region Countries

Asia/Pacific Cambodia, China, India, Indonesia, Laos, Mongolia, Myanmar,
Singapore, Thailand, Vietnam

Americas Brazil, Mexico, Peru, Venezuela

Europe Austria, Belarus, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Italy, Germany,
Poland, Romania, Russia, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom

Middle East Algeria, Egypt, Iran, Kuwait

Africa Ethiopia, Nigeria, South Africa, Tanzania
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Annex 3: Notable mediated engagement with the DPRK

Mediator / Engagement / Main Type of Main Issue Outcome /
Host Framework Parties Mediation Significance
United Nations | Korean DPRK, UNC Intermediary; | Armistice Prevented
Command Armistice (ROK host; compliance, repeated crises
Military Mechanisms participates participant security incidents, | from escalating
Armistice with UNC- risk reduction into renewed
Commission 1953-present appointed measures war; negotiated
roles) and implemented
confidence-
building
measures
Switzerland/UN | Agreed DPRK, U.S. Host; Freeze plutonium | Delayed nuclear
(later KEDO) Framework (ROK/Japan | shuttle program for escalation for
support) diplomacy; aid/security years
1994 intermediary | assurances
Korean KEDO DPRK, U.S,, Intermediary; | Energy aid, Showed DPRK
Peninsula Implementation | ROK, Japan, | shuttle reactors engages when
Energy EU partners diplomacy benefits are
Development 1995-2006 tangible
Organization
(KEDO)
China Six-Party Talks | DPRK, ROK, | Intermediary; | Nuclear program, | Mostimportant
U.S., China, host; security multilateral
2003-2009 Japan, Russia | participant guarantees, aid DPRK
negotiation
forum to date
Singapore Singapore DPRK, U.S. Host Denuclearization | First DPRK-U.S.
Summit / relations leader summit
2018
Vietnam Hanoi Summit | DPRK, U.S. Host Sanctions vs No deal, but
dismantlement notable
2019 engagement
United Nations | UN DPRK, UN Host; Sanctions, Intermittent
bodies intermediary; | inspections, success but ever-
Recurring participant humanitarian present channel
access
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Annex 4: Internationally accessible DPRK state media outlets

audience

Spanish & Chinese

Name Type Designated Languages Role/Audience
affiliation
Primary source of official
government statements,
Korean Central . leaders activities, and policy
National News Korean

News Agency Wire Agenc DPRK government Enelish pronouncements.

(KCNA) gency & Reports are reprinted in
newspapers or broadcast on
radio and TV.

Korean, English,
Japanese, Russian, | Targets foreign audiences;

Voice of Korea | Radio DPRK government | German, French, Broadcasts propaganda

Arabic, Spanish & internationally
Chinese

Korea Central Provides coverage of news,

TV Television DPRK government | Korean weather, business, and
entertainment

Official newspaper K Daily coverage with wide
. orean . . S
Rodong Newspaper — of the ruling party, Sl (efinos circulation; Strict alignment
Sinmun daily the Workers’ Party 20;(;2) to ideological and policy
of Korea messaging
. Second largest newspaper;
.. Cabinet & Supreme | Korean
Minju Choson | Newspaper ) . focuses on laws, government
People’s Assembly | English o
policies and updates
Youth-focused propaganda,

Chongnyon Newspaper — Socialist Patriotic Korean 1nc1ud}ng travelogues,

Chonwi daily Youth League English TMEMOLLS, ESSays and
repostings of KCNA and
Rodong Sinmun reports

Newspaper — r(il};(i)rr:%)l;yzrrl;i;};;on Korean Korean residents of Japan/

Choson Sinbo | published in N organ: Aligns with DPRK

for “Zainichi Japanese
Japan K ,, government
oreans
Weekly publication
distributed in over 100
countries; largely

The IPRIEETEIE || MENEREDE DPRK government | English propaganda-driven with focus

Times weekly .
on technological and
ideological achievements and
criticisms of other countries
Sporadic publication of KCNA

Kim IT Sung . . . Korean and Rodong Sinmun reports,

University Website KIS University English academic essays and
literature

Official DPRK K
internet portal; orean .
o ’ English, Japanese, [ Publishes curated propaganda
. often limited access . " .
Naenara Website despite targeted Russian, German, on politics, economics and
despite targ French, Arabic, trade, and culture and society
international
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Annex 5: Framework for interpreting DPRK media environment

The following framework provides a structured method for assessing DPRK media
outputs as instruments of policy signaling rather than purely informational

reporting.
Indicator Key Question Analytical Function Signal Potential
. . High-level policy position
Which DPRK media outlet | Assesses level of & PONCY DX
Outlet . . vs controlled/auxiliary
published the statement? regime endorsement .
messaging
When was the statement . .
.. . Evaluates urgency and | Escalation sensitivity and
Timing released relative to the . . . .
responsiveness action/reaction dynamics
event?
. e Domestic messaging vs
Which languages were Identifies intended . B8
Language . external diplomatic
used? audience scope4° . .
signaling4t
Rhetoric What is the tone and Measures escalation or | Crisis signaling vs managed
intensity of language? restraint narrative
o e Who is credited with the Establishes political Central leadership position
Attribution . .
statement? authority level vs lower-level framing

Note: Systemic monitoring of official DPRK media can reveal recurring themes and
patterns that create a baseline for comparison against real-time developments.
Assessing whether news statements are consistent with or deviate from baseline
patterns leads to a more accurate evaluation of their significance and potential
political signals. Misinterpreting routine rhetoric or overlooking meaningful
deviations can lead to strategic miscalculations or an inflated threat assessment.

40 In addition to being a mechanism for diplomatic signaling, publication of propaganda in multiple
languages can present positive narratives about North Korean culture, socioeconomic well-being, and
governance, thus reinforcing the legitimacy of the Kim Jong Un regime among external audiences.

41 For instance, a news statement released in English through KCNA but not reposted in Rodong
Sinmun or broadcast on Korean Central TV, indicates the message was intended for foreign audiences

only.
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For more on issues related to the Korean Peninsula, peacebuilding, and postwar
engagement, visit parleypolicy.com and check out the following publications:

The central debate for inter-Korean policy

Jessica Earl

As Seoul reassesses its approach to North Korea, policymakers
face a fundamental question: should inter-Korean policy
continue to be grounded in reunification, or should it pivot
toward long-term peaceful coexistence? This cable explores the
debate shaping the future of Korean Peninsula engagement.

The six fears associated with North Korean nukes
Michael MacArthur Bosack

Why does North Korea's nuclear program generate such intense
concern? This cable breaks down the six distinct fears that drive
denuclearization policy, helping practitioners better understand
the assumptions and motivations behind competing policy
approaches.

South Korea’s lingering nuclear debate comes into
focus

Jessica Earl

As North Korea entrenches its nuclear status, debate continues in
South Korea over deterrence, alliance commitments, and the
possibility of an indigenous nuclear capability. This cable
examines the strategic choices confronting Seoul's policymakers.

The battle of narratives in modern conflict

Mariia Hirniak

Modern conflicts are fought not only on battlefields but also in
the realm of public perception. This cable examines how
competing narratives shape legitimacy, international support,
and strategic outcomes in contemporary conflicts.

The Six Fundamental Steps in Peacebuilding

Parley Policy Staff

Peace is not secured by a single agreement but through a
sustained process of building a positive peace. This cable outlines
six essential tasks that together form the foundation for lasting
peace.
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