
Open Nuclear Network’s 

INCREASING NUCLEAR 
RISK ON  THE KOREAN 
PENINSULA .  THE DPRK'S 
PURSUIT OF TACTICAL 
NUCLEAR WAR-
FIGHTING CAPABILITIES



 

 

 

Open Nuclear Network’s  

INCREASING NUCLEAR 
RISK ON THE KOREAN 
PENINSULA. THE DPRK ’S 
PURSUIT OF TACTICAL 
NUCLEAR WAR-
FIGHTING CAPABILITIES 
 
 

Tianran XU 
 
 

25 April 2022 
 
 
 

 
On 16 April 2022, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) 
reportedly conducted successful tests of a new type of short-range ballistic 
missile. The DPRK claimed that this new type of missile would boost the 
firepower of its frontline long-range artillery units and enhance the 
efficiency in the operation of its tactical nuclear weapons.1 

Combined with more frequent references by the DPRK to tactical nuclear 
weapons and their early use, the 16 April 2022 tests are an indicator that 
the DPRK’s nuclear strategy may be gradually transitioning from strategic 
deterrence to early use of tactical nuclear weapons in response to perceived 
threats of a preemptive strike by its adversaries.  
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I. MISSILES 
 
On 17 April 2022, the Republic of Korea 
(ROK) announced that the DPRK had fired 
two missiles around 18:00 on 16 April 2022. 
The two missiles both flew 110 km at an 
apogee of around 25 km and a top speed of 
Mach 4.2 As a photo released by KCNA 
showed that the target was one of the small 
islands frequently used by the DPRK for test 
firing, the likely launch location was identified 
as a small beach area near the city of 
Hamhung on the east coast of the DPRK 
(Figure 1). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The missiles flight tested on 16 April 2022 
were small, single-stage, solid-propellant 
ballistic missiles. Their general layout is 
structurally similar to that of the KN-23,3 the 
Hwasong-11Na (화성-11나)(KN-24) and a 
larger short-range ballistic missile with a 
stated warhead weight of 2.5 tons4 (Figure 2). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. Left: suspected flight path of the missiles on 16 April 2022. Right: official photos of the missile 
tests (in orange boxes). 
Images: Google Earth, KCNA 

Figure 2. Short-range ballistic missiles developed by the DPRK in recent years. 
Images: KCNA 
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On the basis of appearance and low flight 
altitude (25 km apogee), it is likely that the 
flight profile of this new missile type is similar 
to that of the three existing missile types 
referred to above, all of which fly at low 
altitude within the atmosphere and perform 
pull-up manoeuvres during flight.5 

However, the missile type tested on 
16 April 2022 appears to be significantly 
smaller and lighter than the other three 
short-range ballistic missile types (Figure 3). 
The similarities common to these four missile 
types indicate that the DPRK is likely utilising  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

the same core technologies to develop a 
series of ballistic missiles in different weight 
and range classes. 

The new missile also appeared to be similar in 
size and range to the Korea Tactical Surface-
to-Surface Missile (KTSSM, Figure 4),6 which 
was estimated to have a range around 
120 km.7 Though the 16 April 2022 test was 
the first known test of the DPRK’s new short-
range ballistic missile type, and did not 
necessarily represent the maximum range, it 
is likely that its maximum flight range would 
be around or below 200 km. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3. Left: the ballistic missiles tested on 16 April 2022 appear to have been carried by and 
launched from a three-axle truck carrying four missile canisters. Right: KN-23, Hwasong-11Na (KN-24) 
and the short-range ballistic missile with “2.5 ton warhead.” 
Images: KCNA 
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Figure 4. The ROK’s KTSSM demonstrated pinpoint accuracy, which could be used to destroy tunnels, 
bunkers and hardened artillery positions of the DPRK. 
Images: Agency for Defense Development, ROK. 
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Combined with the “super-large calibre” 
multiple rocket launcher (KN-25) and land-
attack cruise missiles that have been flight 
tested in recent years (see Table 1), the DPRK 
appears to be developing a new generation of 
multi-layered land-attack munitions with 
different flight characteristics. 

Taken together, the two ballistic missiles 
tested on 16 April 2022 and the other 
weapon systems identified in Table 1 above  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

could be interpreted as the DPRK’s attempt 
to respond and perhaps mirror missile 
development of the ROK.8 However, while 
the precision guided munitions developed by 
the ROK (such as the Hyunmoo-2 series 
ballistic missiles, the Hyunmoo-3 cruise 
missile, the Hyunmoo-4 ballistic missile and 
the KTSSM) are strictly conventionally armed, 
their DPRK counterparts seem to be able to 
deliver nuclear weapons. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 1. Land-attack munitions flight tested by the DPRK since 2019 

* On one occasion in 2019, however, the missile was claimed to have flown about 800 km. See: Tianran Xu, 
Jaewoo Shin, Katsuhisa Furukawa, “The first DPRK missile launch from a rail mobile launcher,” ONN, 
16 September 2021, available at: https://opennuclear.org/publication/first-dprk-missile-launch-rail-mobile-
launcher 
** The KN-25 are commonly referred to as multiple rocket launchers; however, they are also de-facto ballistic 
missiles. 
 

https://opennuclear.org/publication/first-dprk-missile-launch-rail-mobile-launcher
https://opennuclear.org/publication/first-dprk-missile-launch-rail-mobile-launcher
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II. NUCLEAR STRATEGY IMPLICATIONS 
 
As indicated by several statements and 
expressions of policies issued by the DPRK in 
2013 and 2016,9 the DPRK’s nuclear posture 
was primarily for strategic deterrence. In 
recent years, however, in addition to the 
short range missile systems discussed above, 
several statements have been made by the 
DPRK that indicate a possible shift toward 
the early use of tactical nuclear weapons. 

During the 8th Party Congress of the 
Workers’ Party of Korea held in 
January 2021, DPRK leader Kim Jong Un 
reportedly praised the development of the 
“ultra-modern tactical nuclear weapons 
including new-type tactical rockets and 
intermediate-range cruise missiles whose 
conventional warheads are the most 
powerful in the world.”10 During the same 
Congress, one of the core plans and strategic 
tasks for the 2021 to 2025 period was 
identified as “making nuclear weapons 
smaller and lighter for more tactical uses.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
About two weeks before the missile flight 
tests on 16 April 2022, and in response to a 
comment by ROK Defense Minister 
Suh Wook on the ROK’s preemptive strike 
capabilities,11 Kim Yo Jong, the Vice 
Department Director of the Central  
 
 

Committee of the Workers’ Party of Korea 
and sister of the DPRK leader, warned that 
the DPRK would “inevitably” use nuclear 
weapons to eliminate the military of the ROK 
should the ROK choose a military 
confrontation: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Kim Yo Jong’s comment that “one's nuclear 
combat force is mobilized to take initiative at 
the outset of war, completely dampen the 
enemy's war spirits, prevent protracted 
hostilities and preserve one's own military 
muscle” appeared to indicate that the DPRK 
may be moving towards a nuclear war-
fighting strategy, involving early use of 
tactical nuclear weapons in order to offset  
 

Excerpt from “On Report Made by 
Supreme Leader Kim Jong Un at 

Eighth Congress of WPK,” 
KCNA, 1 January 2021 

 
The report mentioned the core plan and 
strategic tasks of crucial importance in 
rapidly developing and strengthening the 
national defence industry. It is necessary 
to develop the nuclear technology to a 
higher level and make nuclear weapons 
smaller and lighter for more tactical uses. 
This will make it possible to develop 
tactical nuclear weapons to be used as 
various means according to the purposes 
of operational duty and targets of strike in 
modern warfare, and continuously push 
ahead with the production of super-sized 
nuclear warheads. 

Excerpt from “Press Statement of 
Vice Department Director of C.C., 

WPK Kim Yo Jong,” 
KCNA, 5 April 2022 

 
In case south Korea opts for military 
confrontation with us, our nuclear combat 
force will have to inevitably carry out its 
duty. 
It is the primary mission of the nuclear 
force to prevent such war before anything 
else, but in case of war, its mission will 
convert into the one of eliminating the 
enemy's armed forces at a strike. 
One's nuclear combat force is mobilized 
to take initiative at the outset of war, 
completely dampen the enemy's war 
spirits, prevent protracted hostilities and 
preserve one's own military muscle. 
If the situation reaches such phase, a 
dreadful attack will be launched and the 
south Korean army will have to face a 
miserable fate little short of total 
destruction and ruin. 
This is not just a threat. 
This is a detailed explanation of our 
reaction to possible reckless military 
action by south Korea and its 
consequences and, at the same time, a 
briefing on the reason why south Korea 
should not harbor such fancy as military 
provocation against a nuclear weapons 
state. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1o9U1qTCxykzNMAciHlrESRvQxlkDN1JAeCbpdtxd6vA/edit#heading=h.48joiunbnh6
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1o9U1qTCxykzNMAciHlrESRvQxlkDN1JAeCbpdtxd6vA/edit#heading=h.48joiunbnh6
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1o9U1qTCxykzNMAciHlrESRvQxlkDN1JAeCbpdtxd6vA/edit#heading=h.48joiunbnh6
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conventional disadvantages. Though 
statements from Kim Yo Jong are not as 
authoritative as those of Kim Jong Un 
himself, her description of early and 
preemptive nuclear use does appear to have 
been deliberately crafted, and is therefore 
likely indicative of the attitude of the 
leadership. 

Moving further in this direction, the 
17 April 2022 KCNA report on the tests of 
the new ballistic missile stated that “the new 
type tactical guided weapon system [...] is of 

great significance in drastically improving the 
firepower of the frontline long-range artillery 
units and enhancing the efficiency in the 
operation of tactical nukes of the DPRK and 
diversification of their firepower missions.”12 
Though the DPRK supreme leader is 
understood to have the absolute authority to 
launch the DPRK’s nuclear weapons,13 this 
statement may indicate that some nuclear 
launch authority could be delegated to 
frontline military commanders. 
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III. CONCLUSION 
 
The development of short-range guided 
weapons and related recent official 
statements are indicators that the DPRK may 
be moving to a nuclear posture that would 
either leverage its nuclear capabilities to 
threaten rapid nuclear escalation to compel 
its opponents into concessions, or to actually 
utilise such capabilities in warfighting. 

A nuclear war-fighting strategy involving the 
use of tactical nuclear weapons at an early 
stage could embolden the DPRK to initiate a 
provocative action with false confidence in 
controlling a low-level conflict: if its 
adversaries deem its nuclear threat is  
 

proportional and credible, they will back 
down — escalation to de-escalate. However, 
this could result in rapidly escalating tension 
that could quickly go beyond control, and 
could invite massive preemptive strikes 
aiming at neutralising the DPRK’s nuclear 
forces. 

A nuclear war-fighting strategy requires 
higher and more constant troop readiness, 
putting more burden on the chain of 
command and control. In this context, nuclear 
weapons could be used more easily as a 
result of error, uncertainty or misdirection in 
times of tension or conflicts.  
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One Earth Future's Open Nuclear Network programme is a non-aligned,  
non-governmental entity that seeks to increase security for all States by ensuring 
that nuclear decision makers have access to high quality, shareable open source 
information which enables them to make the best decisions in the face of 
escalating conflict.
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