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IX. North Korea’s military nuclear capabilities
SHANNON N . KILE , PHILLIP SCHELL AND HANS M . KRISTENSEN

The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK, or North Korea)
demonstrated a military nuclear capability by carrying out underground
nuclear test explosions in October 2006 (with an estimated yield of less
than 1 kiloton) and May 2009 (estimated yield of about 2–3 kt).1 In both
tests the estimated yield of the explosions was much lower than the yields
of the initial nuclear tests conducted by other states. The US intelligence
community called the 2006 test a failure and considered that the 2009 test
‘was apparently more successful than the 2006 test’.2 One expert has hypothesized, based on radionuclide signatures that were collected by monitoring stations in Japan, South Korea and Russia in May 2010, that North
Korea may have carried out two very low yield nuclear test explosions
during that month.3
At the end of 2010 North Korea was estimated to have roughly 30 kilograms of plutonium separated from the spent fuel of its 5-megawattelectric graphite-moderated research reactor at Yongbyon (see section X
below).4 This would be sufficient to construct up to eight nuclear weapons,
assuming that each weapon used 4–5 kg of plutonium and depending on
North Korea’s design and engineering skills. North Korea may have
obtained weapon design assistance from the A. Q. Khan network. 5
According to a leaked report prepared in 2011 by the United Nations
Security Council’s panel of experts on North Korea, the country has
pursued a uranium enrichment programme ‘for several years or even
decades’.6 In November 2010 a visiting delegation of US scientists was
shown a previously undisclosed centrifuge enrichment facility, located in a
former metal fuel rod fabrication building at Yongbyon.7 According to the
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UN panel of experts’ report, it was ‘highly likely that one or more parallel
covert facilities capable of LEU [low-enriched uranium] or HEU [highly
enriched uranium] production exist elsewhere’ in the country.8 The panel
also judged that North Korea was likely to possess other covert facilities for
processing and converting uranium feedstock to a form usable in gas
centrifuges as well as for manufacturing the centrifuges. It is not known
whether North Korea has produced HEU for use in nuclear weapons.
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