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Executive Assessment
Russia–North Korea military cooperation has moved beyond a transactional exchange of ammunition for
economic assistance. Since the 2024 Comprehensive Strategic Partnership Treaty, the relationship has
developed into a structured military partnership combining large-scale munitions supply, ballistic-missile
transfers, troop deployments, training, logistics and an expanding military-technical dimension.

For Russia, the principal value is capacity substitution. North Korean artillery ammunition, rockets, missiles
and personnel reduce pressure on selected Russian force-generation and production functions and provide an
external reserve that can be mobilised without changing the basic structure of the Russian war effort. Material
support is easier to absorb than foreign combat formations: ammunition and weapons can be integrated
relatively quickly, while North Korean troops require dedicated command, translation, training and tactical
adaptation.

For Pyongyang, the relationship offers resources that are difficult to obtain elsewhere: hard currency or
strategic goods, access to Russian military expertise, combat experience against a technologically
sophisticated opponent and potential assistance in air defence, missile, space, UAV and other defence
technologies. Not all reported technology transfers are independently verified; the most consequential claims
should therefore be treated as assessed rather than confirmed.

Key Judgments
• The partnership is highly likely to persist beyond the current phase of the war. Institutional links, the

mutual-assistance treaty, physical connectivity and planned multi-year military cooperation give both sides
incentives to sustain the relationship.

• North Korea has become an important external ammunition source for Russia. Available reporting indicates
deliveries measured in the millions of artillery rounds, alongside rockets, artillery systems and short-range
ballistic missiles.

• Personnel cooperation has crossed the threshold from support to combat employment. More than 10,000
North Korean troops have been deployed to Russia, with further engineer, demining and reconstruction
contingents reported or announced.

• Battlefield learning is a strategic return for Pyongyang. North Korean forces are gaining exposure to
UAV-dense warfare, electronic warfare, artillery coordination, mine warfare, logistics, counter-battery
threats and Western systems.

• Russian compensation is broader than cash. Oil, food, industrial inputs, training and military-technical
assistance appear to form part of the exchange; confirmed and suspected transfers must be distinguished.

• The main constraint is integration, not political intent. Language, C2, interoperability, casualty tolerance
and North Korea's own stockpile requirements limit the speed at which cooperation can expand.

Relationship Architecture
The 2024 treaty provides the political framework. By 2026, cooperation includes state-to-state defence
contacts, logistics links through the Russian Far East, maritime and rail movements, troop training in Russia
and a growing pattern of reciprocal military support. The opening of the first Russia–North Korea road bridge
across the Tumen River in September 2026 adds another transport channel to the existing rail and maritime
network and may increase the resilience of bilateral logistics.

The relationship is best assessed as a two-way military support system: North Korea supplies expendable
mass and personnel; Russia provides strategic goods, operational experience and selected higher-end military
support. The balance is asymmetric in technology but increasingly reciprocal in operational value.
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Evolution Since 2023
The sequence is significant: ammunition shipments were followed by ballistic-missile use, deployment and
training of DPRK troops, acknowledged combat employment, engineer and reconstruction missions, and
proposals for longer-term military cooperation. Each step has increased institutional dependence while
creating a larger pool of personnel with direct experience of Russian procedures and combat conditions.

Military Support and Operational Integration
Support stream Observed scale Operational value to Russia Assessment

Artillery ammunition Millions of rounds; some 2026
estimates place cumulative
supply around 15 million.

Sustains high-volume fires and reduces
immediate pressure on Russian
production and reserves.

High confidence

Ballistic missiles Dozens supplied initially; later
reporting places cumulative
deliveries at roughly 150.

Adds short-range strike capacity and
generates combat data for DPRK missile
forces.

Medium-high confidence

Artillery / rocket systems Long-range artillery and
multiple-launch rocket systems
reported in Russian service.

Provides ready-made firepower
compatible with Russia’s attritional
operating model.

Medium-high confidence

Combat personnel More than 10,000 deployed;
South Korean reporting indicates
a higher cumulative total since
late 2024.

Supplements Russian manpower for
bounded missions, especially in Kursk.

High confidence on
deployment; exact totals vary

Engineers / support Additional engineer, demining
and reconstruction deployments
reported or publicly announced.

Frees Russian specialists and broadens
cooperation beyond direct combat.

Medium-high confidence

Ammunition and Fire Support
North Korean ammunition is the most easily integrated component of the partnership. It supports Russia’s
preference for sustained artillery pressure and allows Russian industry to allocate capacity elsewhere. Quality
and reliability have varied, but the aggregate effect is significant because supply volume matters even when
individual lots are inconsistent.

Ballistic Missiles and Technical Feedback
North Korean short-range ballistic missiles have been used operationally against Ukraine. The immediate
value to Moscow is additional strike capacity; the longer-term value to Pyongyang is repeated combat
validation. Battlefield use can expose deficiencies in guidance, survivability, reliability and mission planning
and provide feedback unavailable from peacetime testing. Reports that accuracy improved over time are
plausible but cannot be attributed to a single cause: improved Russian targeting, component changes and
North Korean redesign may all contribute.

Personnel: Combat Use and Integration
North Korean troops were initially employed in Russia’s Kursk region after training and adaptation in Russian
facilities. Their deployment demonstrated political willingness on both sides but also exposed integration
problems. Language barriers, distinct tactical practices and unclear doctrinal integration reduce efficiency
when units are inserted into Russian formations. Foreign personnel are therefore most useful when
concentrated in bounded sectors, employed under relatively simple mission sets and supported by Russian
fires, ISR and logistics.

Battlefield Learning
The deployment exposes DPRK personnel to a combat environment dominated by small UAVs, electronic
warfare, persistent ISR, rapid artillery cycles, mines and precision strike. This experience is strategically
relevant because it can be transferred into North Korean training, force protection, camouflage, dispersal,
counter-UAS procedures and missile employment. The scale of institutional absorption inside the Korean
People’s Army remains uncertain, but the opportunity for learning is unprecedented for a force with limited
recent combat experience.
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Military-Technical Exchange
Available multilateral reporting supports Russian provision of air-defence-related assistance to North Korea
and documents Russian training of DPRK personnel. NATO officials have also stated that Pyongyang is
receiving ballistic-missile technology. Claims of broader transfers involving space, nuclear, autonomous UAV
or advanced guidance technologies remain unevenly sourced and should be monitored rather than treated as
uniformly confirmed.

Operational Advantages and Constraints
Advantages
• Large reserve of conventional ammunition suited to Russia’s attritional fire model.
• Political ability to accept deployments and casualties with limited domestic transparency.
• Geographic proximity and improving rail, maritime and road connectivity.
• Complementarity: DPRK provides mass; Russia provides technology, energy, training and combat feedback.
• Mutual benefit reduces the likelihood of a purely temporary wartime arrangement.

Constraints
• North Korea cannot indefinitely export ammunition and manpower without affecting its own readiness.
• Foreign combat units impose C2, language, training and interoperability costs on Russian formations.
• High casualty rates can reduce unit quality even if political tolerance remains high.
• Technology-transfer claims are difficult to verify and may be deliberately amplified by several parties.

Sustainability
The relationship is sustainable in the short to medium term because each side supplies what the other values
most. Russia needs ammunition, selected manpower and a dependable external supplier; North Korea needs
energy, food, revenue, technology and operational experience. The main limiting factor is not diplomatic
commitment but the capacity of both militaries to absorb deeper integration without imposing unacceptable
costs on their own readiness.

The expansion of transport infrastructure improves resilience but does not remove bottlenecks. High-volume
military exchange still depends on identifiable ports, railheads, border crossings, storage areas and Russian
reception facilities. A significant increase in troop deployment would also require larger training, translation,
medical, command and rotation structures inside Russia.

Outlook at Twelve to Twenty-Four Months
Scenario Description Leading indicators Implications

Institutional consolidation
— most likely

Current exchanges continue;
military cooperation is formalised
through multi-year plans and
recurring rotations.

Regular troop or specialist rotations;
stable ammunition flows; joint
training; implementation of 2027–31
cooperation plan.

DPRK becomes a durable
external component of
Russia’s military support
network.

Expanded operational
integration

Additional missile, artillery or
specialised DPRK units operate in
Russia under more mature
command arrangements.

Dedicated DPRK missile crews; new
training sites; improved
communications; larger reception
infrastructure.

Higher Russian
force-generation relief and
greater DPRK combat
learning.

Plateau / selective
retrenchment

North Korea reduces some flows to
preserve its own stocks or Russia
limits foreign-force use because
integration costs remain high.

Lower shipping tempo; fewer
rotations; stockpile conservation;
more economic than military
exchanges.

Partnership remains strategic
but military contribution
becomes more selective.
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Strategic Effects
For Russia, the partnership reduces the isolation costs of a prolonged war and creates an external buffer for
ammunition and manpower. For North Korea, the effect is potentially more transformational: battlefield
exposure and Russian technical support can improve future force employment even if the quantities of
transferred technology remain uncertain. The relationship also links Euro-Atlantic and Northeast Asian
security more directly by allowing lessons, materiel and technology generated in one theatre to affect the
other.

The most consequential outcome would be a transition from separate national contributions to repeatable
combined support mechanisms: standing training arrangements, dedicated DPRK specialist units, routine data
exchange, licensed production or co-development. Evidence of these mechanisms would indicate that the
partnership is becoming an enduring military ecosystem rather than a wartime expedient.

Indicators and Warnings
• Frequency and volume of rail, maritime and road movements between Rajin/Rason, Khasan and Russian

logistics hubs.
• New DPRK troop reception, training, medical or translation infrastructure in western Russia.
• Deployment of dedicated North Korean missile or artillery units rather than Russian operation of

DPRK-supplied systems.
• Changes in the observed quality, accuracy or configuration of North Korean missiles used in combat.
• Transfer of Russian air-defence, radar, UAV, space, guidance or missile-production technologies to North

Korea.
• Regularised Russian petroleum, food, industrial or financial transfers linked to military cooperation.
• Evidence of common procurement, licensed production or integration of Russian and DPRK

defence-industrial supply chains.
• Reduction in North Korean ammunition exports or troop rotations indicating pressure on DPRK readiness or

stockpiles.

Final Assessment
The Russia–North Korea relationship has crossed a structural threshold. It is no longer adequately described
as an arms-for-resources transaction. Pyongyang now contributes ammunition, missiles and personnel to
Russia’s war-making capacity, while Moscow provides material support, training, operational access and
selected military-technical benefits.

The strongest part of the partnership is the exchange of capabilities that require limited organisational
adaptation: ammunition, weapons, transport and strategic goods. The weakest part is direct force integration,
where language, doctrine and command arrangements create friction. This distinction will shape how far
cooperation can expand.

The longer-term strategic effect may be greater in East Asia than in Ukraine. North Korea is accumulating
combat experience, missile performance data and exposure to contemporary electronic warfare and
UAV-intensive operations. Even if wartime deployments later decline, the institutional, technical and
human-capital gains are likely to persist. The principal indicator of a further qualitative shift would be routine
operation of DPRK specialised units inside Russia combined with verified transfer of advanced Russian military
technologies to North Korea.

Methodological note: assessment based on open-source reporting available as of 27 September 2026. Reported personnel,
munitions and technology-transfer figures remain subject to verification.



