In mid-2023, the (non-existent) relations between the two Koreas got even worse, if that were possible.
Confronting enlarged US-ROK military exercises, and the first visit of a US nuclear-armed submarine to
the peninsula since 1981, Pyongyang’s nuclear threats grew ever more frenzied. In Seoul, President Yoon
Suk Yeol institutionalized his hard line by downsizing and repurposing the Ministry of Unification
(MOU). Criticizing MOU for acting in the past as a support department for North Korea, Yoon evidently
conceives its future role as being to hinder Kim Jong Un’s regime—publicizing its human rights abuses,
for instance—rather than help. Much as the DPRK’s ever-expanding WMD threat requires robust
deterrence, for Seoul to start emulating Pyongyang’s unalloyed hostility hardly seems conducive to
peace. The period under review also saw two attempts by North Korea to put a spy satellite into orbit;
both failed. By contrast, the North’s missile launches hardly ever go wrong these days. The large
solid-fuel Hwasong-18 ICBM, with a 15,000-km (9,300-mile) range, which first flew in April, had a
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second successful test on July 12.
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Two Failed DPRK Satellite Launches; ROK
Retrieves Debris

While North Korean missile launches are now
routine and nearly always successful, its space
program is a different matter. Just how different
is in one sense a matter of dispute. Whereas
Pyongyang indignantly maintains its right to
launch satellites, the international community’s
view is that a big rocket is a big rocket, and as
such dual-use. Hence UN Security Council
resolutions have censured and banned DPRK
space launches, viewing these as tantamount to
ballistic missile (BM) tests. Not that the Kim
regime takes the slightest notice in either case.

It is said of London buses that you wait for ages,
and then two come at once. Similarly, after a
long hiatus—plus some preliminary related
tests, as discussed here earlier—the period
under review brought not one but two attempts
by North Korea to place a military
reconnaissance satellite in orbit. To Seoul’s
relief and Pyongyang’s embarrassment, both
launches failed—as the North promptly
admitted, with uncharacteristic honesty and
transparency. (In the past it had sometimes
claimed to have placed satellites in orbit, oddly
undetectable by anyone else.)

On May 31, the official Korean Central News
Agency (KCNA) reported that the National
Aerospace Development Administration (NADA)
had launched a military reconnaissance
satellite, “Malligyong-1,” mounted on a
new-type carrier rocket, “Chollima-1,” at the
Sohae Satellite Launching Ground in Cholsan
County of North Phyongan Province at 0627. (So
much detail!) However, the rocket fell into the
West Sea of Korea (the Yellow Sea) “after losing
thrust due to the abnormal starting of the
second-stage engine after the separation of the
first stage.” KCNA quoted NADA as blaming “the
low reliability and stability of the new-type
engine system..and the unstable character of
the fuel used.”

There are three reasons to classify this as an

inter-Korean event. First, given that in
December North Korea published grainy aerial
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shots of Seoul and Incheon gained from one of
its preliminary tests, we can assume that South
Korea would be a principal target of any DPRK
satellite.

Figure 1 Aerial shots of Seoul and Incheon published
by North Korea are said to be from their preliminary
tests. Photo: KCNA

Second, ROK authorities seem to share that
view. At 0641 on May 31, 14 minutes after the
North’s launch, millions of Seoul residents—but
not those living in the surrounding Gyeonggi
province (in effect, greater Seoul)—were jolted
awake by text alarms sent to their mobile
phones. The brief and opaque message urged
them to evacuate to safety—but did not explain
why, or how, or whither. Twenty-two minutes
later, the Ministry of the Interior and Safety
(MOIS) sent a follow-up message cancelling the
first one, which it said had been sent in error: it
was intended only for denizens of
Baengnyeong-do, a frontline island close to the
North Korean coast and the rocket’s flight-path.
(This shambles inspires scant confidence in the
readiness or efficiency of ROK procedures and
systems in case of a genuine emergency: an
impression only reinforced by the first civil
defense drill for six years, held on Aug. 23. Once
again instructions were unclear, and most
people simply ignored calls to take shelter.)

Third, in a nice twist of history’s dialectic, it was
the other Korea which ended up doing the
spying. Unlike the North’s missiles which
usually travel eastward, this rocket was
launched in a south-westerly direction:
meaning that when it failed, it fell into South
Korea’s lap—or at least near ROK waters. Seoul
did not miss this opportunity. Pyongyang may
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https://www.38north.org/2023/04/north-koreas-space-agency-at-ten/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1685496981-427573091/kcna-report/
https://www.voanews.com/a/north-korea-claims-spy-satellite-progress-posts-imagery-of-seoul-incheon/6882087.html



https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/Defense/China-and-South-Korea-race-to-recover-North-Korean-satellite-debris
https://www.space.com/north-korea-1st-spy-satellite-salvaged
https://news.sky.com/story/north-koreas-failed-spy-satellite-was-poor-for-resolution-and-tracing-targets-south-korea-says-12915279
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/08/23/world/asia/north-korea-satellite-launch.html
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1692828384-581600745/kcna-report-on-accident-in-second-launch-of-military-reconnaissance-satellite/

