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30 January 1976

MEMORANDUM
SUBJECT:

Recent North Korean Military Developments*

Summary and Conclusions
1. In the past six months, North Korean military activities
have continued to reflect two basic patterns, central to Pyongyang's strategy for some time:
Across-the-board strengthening of military
capabilities so as to enable the North
Korean armed forces to implement a variety of
military options with maximum effectiveness.
The general effort is as much defensive as
offensive and is obviously related -- although not on a one-to-one ba~is -- to similar
efforts at force improvement on the ROK side.
Maximizing the capability to move rapidly, undetected, and in strength from forward positions
in close proximity to the DMZ. Given the geography of the peninsula, the offensive implications of such moves are stronger than the defensive ones.
25Xl

2. Recent naval and air activities have strengthened already impressive North Korean forward capabilities in the southwest coastal area as well as on the militarily less imP.~~~~---~
east coast• we have not noted similar round activities
3. We see no evidence either in these military developments or in North Korea's political
. posture to suggest the

*

.

This Memorandum was prepared under the auspiaes of the NIO/
Japan Paaifia. It was drafted in part by CIA/OSR whiah aonsuZted with other elements of CIA.
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imminence of an invasion or a major military probe. Pyongyang
is now in a somewhat better position to support militarily a
decision to carry out probes in the vicinity of the western
islands or to respond more belligerently to unplanned incidents
at sea during the fishing season which begins in the spring.
However, there have also been changes and improvements in the
ROK military posture in this area, which the North would have
to take into account.
In the past, while both sides have
seemed. to come close to the brink in responding to unplanned
incidents in and over the southwestern waters, they have in
fact exercised great care to leave open the option to edge
back.
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9. Since early 1975 new formations of fire support boats
have been deployed near South Korean waters on both coasts.
These boats are armed with 122-mm rocket launchers and have
participated in live-fire exercises, including a simulated
attack on an aircraft carrier.
10. These deployments on both coasts increase the potential threat to South Korean naval units, permit Pyongyang to
react even more quickly, and with greater firepower, in the
event of naval incidents, and place the navy in a better position to support an amphibious assault against the western is2sx1
lands.
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Ground Force Activity Relatively Static. r
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15. Recent Developments Fit Long-Standin~ Patterns. The
military developments observed over the past s1x months are
consistent with a pattern that emerged after Pyongyang abandoned
its large-scale harassing operations in the late 1960s. Program decisions, probably made at the 5th Party Congress in 1970,
called for strengthening military capabilities and domestic
arms production; in 1972, after the achievement of "Fortress
Korea" had been proclaimed, some greater stress on offensive
capabilities became apparent. These developments probably reflected the expectation that by 1975 us troops would be out of
South Korea, the ROK would be substantially weakened, and a
military move to unify the peninsula would be much more likely
to succeed.
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16. Events have not worked out as Pyongyang planned. To
be sure, the North is now in a stronger position to launch conventi~nal operations across the DMZ with little or no warning
than ~t has ever been before. But Kim obviously feels frustrated by the continued US presence and Pyongyang is keenly
concerned over rnilitar~~~~~~~~_.~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
pays close attention.

25X1
~--~~---~

undoubtedly is well aware of the growing strength
o ~ s a versary. Pyongyang's recent blast at General Hollingsworth's public statements about repulsing a North Korean attack
is but the latest indication of the attention Pyongyang gives
to developments in the South. Thus, while the basic elements
of North Korea's force development strategy seem to date from
the early 1970s, implementation of these long-standing plans
to maximize defensive and offensive capabilities is undoubtedly
influenced by the developments Pyongyang observes across the DMZ.
17. And Political Indicators Remain Unchanged. North
Korea's strengthened military capabilities have not led to any
perceptible shift in the essentially political strategy it has
been following for some t_ime. It continues to be deterred from
an outright assault by the US-ROK Mutual Defense Treaty, the
presence of us troops, the lack of an across-the-board superiority over ROK forces, especially if they are supported by US
tactical air and naval elements, and the need for support from
either Moscow or Peking in a sustained, large-scale conflict.
Moreover, it has reason for satisfaction with the progress of
its political strategy. Although its hopes for the development
of serious political instability in the south have been disappointed, UN endorsement of the pro-North Korean resolution
favoring dissolution of the UN Command underscores the extent
to which Pyongyang's diplomatic struggle with the South has
been successful. But, despite the vote, the North has continued
to participate in the UN Armistice Commission and to recognize
the validity of the Armistice while calling for its replacement
with a peace treaty.
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North Korea's Military Forces
1

Key Findings

1

For several years, North Korea has been pursuing a military policy designed to
give its armed forces greater strength and flexibility and, consequently, an increased
capability for offensive operations. Each of its services has improved its standing
relative to its South Korean counterpart.

1
1
1

The army is smaller than that of South Korea, but it has an edge in
firepower and is far superior in armor.
-

1

The North Korean Air Force, with more than 600 tactical jet aircraft,
outnumbers its South Korean counterpart in air strength and has a better
air defense capability.

1

The navies of both Koreas continue to have a primary mission of coastal
defense, but the North Korean Navy, with its larger inventory of patrol
boats, landing craft, and fire support boats, has a growing capability for
limited offensive operations against coastal areas and shipping.

1
1

The North Koreans have obtained most of their' arms from the Soviet Union
and China. Unlike the South Koreans, however, they have begun producing much of
their own equipment in recent years-including submarines, a guided-missile boat,
frigates, and armored vehicles.
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CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY
Directorate of Intelligence
April 1976

INTELLIGENCE MEMORANDUM

North Korea'.s Military Forces
Preface
Throughout the 1970s, North Korea has been engaged
in various programs to improve its military capabilities.
These efforts--including innovations in training, acquisition of new equipment, and some domestic production
of ships and land armaments--have benefited all three
services. This memorandum reviews the present status
and capabilities of North Korea's ground, air, and
naval forces.
It also discusses improvements in
training and the country's efforts to reduce its dependence on imported arms by producing weapons at
home.
The memorandum does not attempt any extensive
comparative analysis of North and South Korean military
capabilities, but does provide (on the reverse of this
page) a table listing the manpower strengths and principal equipment of each country's army, air force, and
navy.
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Comments and queries reaardinq this memorandum are welcome.
They may be directed t~
the Regional
Analysis Division, Office of Strategic Research~
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Ground Forces
The North Korean Army has an estimated strength
of 386,000 main-force troops and 40,000 unconventionalwarfare forces. Main-force units include 20 infantry
divisions, three infantry brigades, three motorized
infantry divisions, two armored divisions, and three
AAA divisions. Most of these are positioned within 50
miles of the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ).
The unconventional-w-arfare forces, many of whom are trained in airborne and amphibious assault operations, are organized
generally into 11 light infantry brigades and five airborne battalions.
The ground forces are backed up by a
militia reserve of some 1.3 million men.
Since the late 1960s the North Koreans have been
involved in a major effort to strengthen their ground
forces, especially in the areas of armor, field artillery, and ground mobility. Major items in their arms
inventory now include:
1,500 medium tanks (mostly Soviet T-54/SSs
and Chinese Type 59s)
2,600-2,700 field artillery pieces
300 light tanks and assault guns
700 multiple rocket launchers.
The ground forces also have Soviet-supplied FROG
(free rocket over ground) and antitank weapons.
In 1969 the North Koreans began to emphasize the
strengthening of defenses along the DMZ and both
coasts. The firepower of frontline units was increased,
and armor and artillery reserves were dispersed to
forward units.
This served to strengthen defensive
capabilities along the DMZ, but the dispersal of armor
.assets reduced North Korea's capability for a concenl trated offensive thrust against the South.

r

'

It now appears that Pyongyang has altered that strategy.
Since 1973 the North Koreans have strengthened
their entire armor structure. They have formed a second
armored division, with over 250 medium tanks, within a
\'
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since the late 1960s, taken an increasingly larger
role as a supplier.
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The navy has about 400 combat ships and is divided
into two fleets, one on each coast. The East Coast
Fleet traditionally has been the stronger, but the
North Koreans have considerably strengthened their
western fleet in recent years.
The major warships
in the navy include 2 indigenously designed and built
frigates, 19 guided missile boats, 8 torpedo attack
submarines (5 more may become operational in 1976),
and a wide variety of patrol, torpedo, fire support,
and landing craft.
In recent years the North Korean Navy has surpassed that of the South in terms of firepower, readiness, and training. Concurrently, it has placed
greater emphasis on fleet modernization. During hostilities, the navy could support limited offensive
operations against coastal areas of the South, provide rear-area coastal security, and interdict shipping
in the northern portions of South Korean waters, particularly near the off-shore islands.
Construction
are contin ·
25Xl
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North
Korea a so as two major m1ss1le support facilities,
one on each coast.
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Training

I
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1ne armeu

forces ~n the last two years nave developed a high
degree of proficiency and combat readiness through extensive training.

l

Since 1973, ground force training ha~ stressed
armor and artillery as well as unconventional warfare
scenarios, including exercises involving large- and
small-scale ipfil trat;i.on. · No large-scale training by·
other conventional ground forces has been noted in
the last two years, but it probably is continuing.
Naval training has grown appreciably.
In 1975
there were nine extensive training exercises by units
of both fleets.
(In 1974, no large-scale naval exercises were noted.)
Last year's training included
a number of offensively oriented exercises, many
involving amphibious landings and fire support.
In recent years, air force training has emphasized
ground support to a greaEer degree.
The air force has
also been·worklng more closely with the navy to improve coordination between the two services. This
should enhance·~he ability of the North Koreans to
react·-·quick:ly to naval incidents in waters near South
Korea.

___ ....
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Domestic Military Production

I

l

Over the past several years the North Koreans have
significantly improved their ability to produce military equipment.
Their capabilities in the field far
exceed those of South Korea, which relies mostly on
the US for its arms.
The program is in accord with
Kim Il-song's Chuahe (self-reliance) concept and will
reduce North Korea's dependence on the USSR and China.
North Korea is considered self-sufficient in the
manufacture of infantry weapons and ammunition to
meet its peacetime requirements.
It currently produces

10
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its own small arms, rocket launchers, mortars, recoilless rifles, some light and medium artillery, military
vehicles, communications equipment, ammunition, and
probably the Snapper antitank missile.
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An extensive shipbuilding effort has been under
way-since-the late 1960s. This is the country's
~largest program for producing military equipment.
The program not only permits fleet growth but also
allows for a continual upgrading of the navy as older
units are replaced.
Before 1969 North Korean shipyards were engaged
mostly in producing patrol escorts and torpedo boats.
In 1969, however, the North began construction of
two frigates.
Since then the shipbuilding effort has
burgeoned to include submarines, a guided missile boat,
submarine chasers, and a variety of landing and fire
support craft.
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