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Hotline Between Two Koreas: 
Status, Limitations, and Future Tasks

By Seung-chan Boo and Moon Chung-In

The Korean conflict has been one of the 
most protracted in the world, lasting more 
than 70 years. Despite the heightened ten-
sion, there was no channel of communica-
tion between the North and the South. It 
was only on September 22, 1971, that the 
first hotline between the two Koreas was 
installed at the Panmunjom—26 years after 
the telephone line between Seoul and Hae-
ju was cut off by the former Soviet army 
immediately after liberation on August 26, 
1945. 

Since 1971, a total of 50 lines were open, 
including a hotline between leaders of the 
two Koreas as well as military and intel-
ligence communication lines. But North 
Korea suddenly cut off all communications 
with the South with the exception of that 
between the United Nations Command 

(UNC) and North Korea military. Never-
theless, they proved to be useful tools for 
confidence-building measures to improve 
inter-Korean communication, to facilitate 
exchanges and cooperation, including in-
ter-Korean official talks, and to assist the 
promotion of humanitarian aid. More im-
portantly, they have served as an effective 
mechanism for the prevention of accidental 
military clashes through a timely exchange 
of information. This paper presents a brief 
historical overview of hotlines between the 
two Koreas, examines their present status, 
and elucidates limitations and future tasks.  

Keywords: The Korean conflict, confi-
dence-building measures, inter-Korea 
hotlines, Cata-links.
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A HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

The Korean conflict is one of the most pro-
tracted ones in the world, lasting more than 
70 years. The Korean War, which broke out 
in June 1950 and lasted for three years with 
millions of casualties, is continuing with 
no immediate sign of termination. A pre-
carious balance of power between the two 
Koreas, with the institutional backing of 
an armistice regime, has prevented the two 
Koreas from erupting into major military 
escalation. Boundaries between peace and 
cooperation having been blurred, often es-
calating into overt conflicts, with a lack of 
confidence-building measures between the 
two. Pyongyang has persistently rejected 
Seoul’s offer of mutual notification and ob-
servation of military exercises and training. 
More critically, there were no communica-
tion channels. A complete incommunicado 
between the two heightened the possibility 
of accidental clashes in the fifties and six-
ties.

It was on September 22, 1971, the first ho-
tline between the two Koreas was installed 
at the Panmunjom, 26 years after the tele-
phone line between Seoul and Haeju was cut 
off by the former Soviet army immediately 
after liberation on August 26, 1945. At the 
time, the two Koreas had installed two tele-
phone lines between the South’s “Freedom 
House” and the North’s “Panmungak” in 
Panmunjom. They shared the need for com-
munication channels at the first inter-Ko-
rean Red Cross preliminary talks held on 
September 20 of the same year, which was 
organized to prepare for the inter-Korean 
Red Cross talks proposed by the then South 
Korean Red Cross President, Choi Doo 
Sun. Since then, the channel has played a 

central role as a regular liaison system for 
the authorities of the two Koreas under Ar-
ticle 7 of the Inter-Korean Basic Agreement 
on Non-aggression, Reconciliation, and Ex-
change and Cooperation, which went into 
effect in February 1992.1

Since the first Korean summit on June 15, 
2000, inter-Korean relations dramatically 
improved from confrontation and antago-
nism into reconciliation and cooperation. 
More inter-Korean hotlines were subse-
quently installed. The inter-Korean and 
International Civil Aviation Organization 
(ICAO) agreements, which were signed in 
1997, but not implemented, were instru-
mental in establishing a direct telephone 
line between the Incheon International Air-
port and Sunan Pyongyang International 
Airport aviation control centers after the 
2000 Korean summit. The South’s National 
Intelligence Service (NIS) and the North’s 
Department of United Front of the Korea 
Workers’ Party, which jointly prepared for 
the 2000 Pyongyang summit, also estab-
lished a direct communication line to fol-
low-up the implementation of the June 15 
summit declaration. Several additional di-
rect communication lines, such as military 
ones in 2002 to 2003, maritime communi-
cation lines between maritime authorities 
in 2005, communication lines for the in-
ter-Korean joint committee of the Kaesong 
Industrial Complex in 2013, and communi-
cation lines for the inter-Korean Joint Liai-
son Office were also subsequently installed.  
Most notable was the establishment of a ho-

1 Article 7 of the Inter-Korean Basic Agreement stipu-
lates that “the South and the North will stop confrontation 
and competition on the international stage, cooperate with 
each other, and make joint efforts for the dignity and inter-
ests of the people.” Article 13 further states that “the South 
and the North will establish and operate direct telephone 
lines between the military authorities of the two sides to 
prevent occurrence and expansion of unintended military 
clashes.”
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tline for the leaders of the two Koreas in 
2018. Two South Korean special envoys, 
Ambassador Chung Eui-yong, then Nation-
al Security Advisor, and Dr. Suh Hoon, then 
Director of NIS, visited Pyongyang to dis-
cuss overall developments of inter-Korean 
relations during March 4-5, 2018. They 
conveyed President Moon’s desire to es-
tablish a direct hotline with Chairman Kim 
Jong Un, who instantly accepted the pro-
posal. The first historic summit was held on 
April 27, 2018, and, afterwards, the summit 
hotline was set up. It was effectively used in 
arranging for an unofficial summit talk on 
May 26, 2018. In addition, the two Koreas 
conducted regular check-ups of communi-
cation lines at agreed upon times. 

The communication lines between the two 
Koreas have not been stable, however,  as 
they have been subject to an alternation 
between suspension and resumption since 
opening in 1971, depending on changes in 
inter-Korean relations as well as overall 
external environments, especially DPRK-
US relations. When inter-Korean relations 
were good, the hotlines operated smoothly, 
whereas they were cut off when their rela-
tions worsened. Nevertheless, they proved 
to be useful tools for confidence-building 
measures to improve inter-Korean commu-
nication, to facilitate exchanges and cooper-
ation, including inter-Korean official talks, 
and to assist the promotion of humanitarian 
aid. More importantly, they have served as 
an effective mechanism for the prevention 
of accidental military clashes through a 
timely exchange of information.

CURRENT STATUS OF THE NORTH-
SOUTH HOTLINE

Table 1 is a presentation of the present sta-

tus of official communications lines be-
tween the two Koreas. The Ministry of Uni-
fication (MOU), the Ministry of National 
Defense (MND), the Ministry of Land, 
Infrastructure and Transport (MOLIT), 
the United Nations Command (UNC), the 
NIS, and the Office of the President (the 
Blue House) used to maintain communi-
cation lines with their North Korean coun-
terparts respectively. According to various 
open sources, there have been all togeth-
er thirty-three direct lines via Panmun-
jom.2  Other lines that do not pass through 
the Panmunjom are nine lines for military 
communication, six lines for the direct 
telephone connection of the inter-Korean 
joint train operation, one line connecting 
the NIS and the United Front Department, 
and one summit hotline installed on April 
20, 2018, between the Blue House in Seoul 
and the Korea Worker’s Party Headquarters 
in Pyongyang. These lines add up to a total 
of 50 lines.3 As of 2005, 1,300 optical fiber 
cable lines existed between the Korea Tele-
com Corporation’s (KT) Munsan branch 
and the Kaesong Industrial Complex for 
the purpose of supporting virtual reunion 
of separated families and companies oper-
ating in the Kaesong Industrial Complex. 
Of these, about 700 lines were reportedly 
in operation before the suspension of the 
Kaesong Industrial Complex on February 
10, 2016, immediately following North Ko-
rea’s fourth nuclear test on January 6, 2016.
  

2 They include 5 lines for the inter-Korean Joint Liaison 
Office, 21 lines for Seoul-Pyongyang official talks sup-
port, 2 lines for air traffic control cooperation between 
Incheon and Pyongyang, 2 lines for maritime authorities 
in Seoul and Pyongyang, and 3 lines for the inter-Korean 
joint committee of the Kaesong Industrial Complex.
3 Jin-ho Kim, “’This is Pyongyang, it rains,’ History of 
North-South Peace Hotline,” Kyunghyang Shinmun, April 
20, 2018 (in Korean).
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Operating Entity Purpose Inauguration Notes

Ministry of 
Unification

Inter-Korean Liaison 1971

Severed after the Kaesong Industrial 
Complex shut down; resumed by 
high-level Inter-Korean talks in 2018; 
unilaterally terminated by North 
Korea on June 2020.

North-South Dialogue 
Support 1972

Severed after the Kaesong Industrial 
Complex shut down; resumed by 
high-level inter-Korean talks in 2018; 
unilaterally terminated by North 
Korea on June 2020.

Maritime Authorities 2005 Suspended by the ‘5.24 Measure.’

Inter-Korean Joint 
Committee of the 

Kaesong Industrial 
Complex

2013
Unilaterally severed after the Kaesong 
Industrial Complex shut down on Feb. 
10, 2016.

Inter-Korean Joint 
Liaison Office 2018

Operational after the inter-Korean 
Joint Liaison Office was inaugurated 
in September 2018; terminated when 
the office was blown up in June 2020.

Ministry of Land, 
Infrastructure and 

Transport
Air Traffic Control 1997 Operational.

Ministry 
of 

National 
Defense

East Sea 
District Military 

Telecommunications

2003
Severed after the Kaesong Industrial 
Complex shut down; resumed by 
high-level Inter-Korean talks in 2018; 
unilaterally terminated by North 
Korea in June 2020.

West Sea 
District 2002

United Nations 
Command

Armistice 
Management 1998

Severed by North Korea’s declaration 
of nullification of armistice in 2013; 
resumed by improvement of North-US 
relations in July 2018/ operational.

National 
Intelligence Service

Intelligence 
Coordination 2000 Established after the Summit in 2000; 

suspected to be operational.

Blue House South-North Leaders 2018

Established by the Panmunjom 
Declaration in 2018; unilaterally 
terminated by North Korea on June 
2020.

TABLE 1. THE NORTH-SOUTH HOTLINE OPERATION STATUS

Source: Foreign Affairs and National Unification Committee of the National Assembly, “Policy Materials Prepared for the 
Opening of the 21st National Assembly,” (Seoul: the ROK National Assembly, 2020), p.274. 



5APLN

The hotlines operated by the Ministry of 
Unification used to exist in four categories: 
inter- Korean liaison, North-South dialogue 
support, maritime communication, the 
Kaesong Industrial Complex support, and 
the Inter-Korean Joint Liaison Office. Of 
these, the inter-Korean liaison lines were 
the first direct ones between the South and 
North to be installed in Panmunjom, and 
dialogue support lines were used to pre-
pare for various inter-Korean official talks. 
As the North-South Korean Agreement on 
Maritime Transportation took effect on Au-
gust 1, 2005, the cable network linking the 
North-South Korean Exchange and Coop-
eration Bureau at the Ministry of Unifica-
tion in Seoul to the Ministry of Land and 
Maritime Transport in Pyongyang became 
operational. It was a useful means of com-
munication between the maritime authori-
ties of the two Koreas for issuing permits to 
ships operating in each other’s sea or send-
ing notices regarding emergency patients.
  
The three inter-Korean military communi-
cation lines were first opened in the West 
Sea district on September 24, 2002, and an-
other three lines in the East Sea District on 
December 5, 2003. Both aimed to ensure a 
safe passage through the South-North Joint 
Administration Area, as mandated by the 
‘Military Assurance Agreement’ signed 
at the 8th Inter-Korean Military Work-
ing Group Meeting.4  On June 4th, 2004, 
the Roh Moo-hyun government entered 
an agreement with the North for the ‘pre-
vention of accidental clashes in the West 
Sea, suspension of propaganda activities, 
and removal of propaganda means (e.g., 
loudspeakers) in the Demilitarized Zone.’ 
Following the ‘June 4th Agreement,’ three 
4 ‘Military Assurance Agreement on the East Sea District 
and West Sea District Inter-Korea Joint Administration 
Area Configuration, South-North Railroad and Road Con-
struction,’ September 17, 2002.

additional lines for military communica-
tions were open on August 13, 2005, for the 
purpose of preventing accidental conflicts 
in the West Sea. 

As inter-Korean relations deteriorated af-
ter the inauguration of the Lee Myung-bak 
government in 2008, the North occasional-
ly suspended these communication lines, 
making them rather unstable. A major re-
versal came in 2018. After the adoption 
of the Panmunjom summit declaration on 
April 27, 2018, through which leaders of 
the two Koreas agreed to suspend mutual 
hostile activities along the Demilitarized 
Zone and the West Sea, military communi-
cation lines in the West Sea were restored 
on July 16, 2018, and those in the East Sea 
were also resumed on August 15, 2018. On 
June 9, 2020, however, North Korea again 
cut off all military communication lines 
with the South unilaterally. It was a great 
setback to inter-Korean confidence-build-
ing because they were essential channels 
for communication to support a safe pas-
sage through the South-North Joint Admin-
istration Area, notification of no-fly zone 
entries, prevention of unintended clashes, 
exchange of information on illegal fishing 
boats in the West Sea, and exchange of cor-
respondence between military authorities in 
the North and the South.5

The Ministry of Land, Infrastructure and 
Transport also maintained a communication 
line with North Korea. As noted earlier, the 
agreement between the two Koreas and the 
ICAO helped establish two lines for air traf-
fic control between Daegu and Pyongyang. 
When Incheon International Airport was 
open on September 9, 1997, Incheon was 
connected to the Sunan Pyongyang Airport 
5 Ministry of National Defense, report to the National 
Assembly, July 16, 2020. (in Korean)
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Control Center instead of Daegu. Howev-
er, these lines monitor and control aircrafts 
only passing through the Pyongyang Flight 
Information Region (FIR) and, thus, cannot 
be seen as communication lines with the 
North.6

  
The core of the inter-Korean hotline is a 
direct telephone line that connects the NIS 
in the South and the KWP’s United Front 
Department, a counterpart of the NIS that 
engages in intelligence collection and co-
vert action on South Korea as well as han-
dles overall inter-Korean relations. Neither 
Korea has officially admitted the existence 
of the hotline, but it is known that it played 
a key role in inter-Korean communication, 
including the arrangement of summit talks. 
The autobiography of President Kim Dae-
jung and the memoir of the former NIS chief 
Lim Dong-won clearly reveal this point. In 
fact, President Kim instructed Lim, head of 
the NIS, to explore establishing a hotline 
with the North before the Korean summit 
in 2000. The communication line between 
the two intelligence agencies was set up 
after the Pyongyang Summit on June 15, 
2000. Although it was not a summit hotline 
between the two leaders, the intelligence 
communication line served as a quasi-ho-
tline between them, often contributing to 
the prevention of escalation of inter-Kore-
an crises.7,8 As noted before, the first official 
summit hotline was installed between the 
Blue House and the KWP’s Headquarters 
in Pyongyang for the first time on April 20, 
2020, a week before the Panmunjom meet-
ing on April 27, 2020. Call quality tests 
proved to be successful.

6 Kyunghyang Shinmun, op. cit., April 20, 2018.
7 Kim, Dae-jung. 2010. Autobiography 2. Seoul: Samin.
8 Lim, Dong-won. 2012. Peacemaker: Twenty Years of 
Inter- Korean Relations and the North Korean Nuclear 
Issue.

A direct telephone line between the United 
Nations Command (UNC) and the North 
Korean military at the Panmunjom has 
been operational since 1998. The direct 
line was installed in accordance with the 
‘Agreement on the Procedure for Hosting 
General-Level Talks between the UNC and 
the North Korean Armed Forces’ on June 
8, 1998, connecting the UNC Generals of-
fice in the southern part of the military de-
marcation line (MDL) to the North Kore-
an armed forces at the Panmungak in the 
northern part of MDL of Panmunjom.9  The 
line was suspended for five years, howev-
er, when the North declared the unilateral 
invalidation of the armistice agreement by 
accusing South Korea and the United States 
of undertaking an aggressive joint military 
exercise on March 5, 2013. In July 2018, 
however, the line was restored, owing to an 
easing of tensions between the two Koreas 
following the Panmunjom Korean summit 
in April 2020 as well as improved ties be-
tween Pyongyang and Washington, D.C., 
as evidenced by the Singapore Summit be-
tween President Trump and Chairman Kim 
on June 12th. Recent stalemate notwith-
standing, the line is still operational. The 
UNC conducts daily communication tests 
with the North Korean military.10  

Apart from North Korea, South Korea has 
been operating a hotline with the United 
States and Japan to prevent military con-
tingencies and facilitate communication on 
various security issues. At present, direct 
telephone lines are also operational between 
South Korea’s 1st Master Control & Re-
9 Kui-keun Kim, “North Korea’s claim of invalidation of 
the armistice agreement is contradictory,” Yonhap News, 
March 7, 2013. (in Korean) https://www.yna.co.kr/view/
AKR20130307163200043. 
10 Jeong-wook Kim, “Despite cut-off of inter-Korean 
military communication line, the UNC-North Korea Mili-
tary direct phone line is still operational,” The Seoul Eco-
nomic Daily, June 19, 2020. (in Korean)

https://www.yna.co.kr/view/AKR20130307163200043
https://www.yna.co.kr/view/AKR20130307163200043
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mote Center (MCRC) and China’s North-
ern Theater Command. For example, China 
notified South Korea of the flight route and 
purpose when its plane entered the ROK 
Air Defense Identification Zone (KADIZ) 
on October 29, 2019.11 Additionally, South 
Korea is negotiating the establishment of a 
military hotline with Russia.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE TASKS

Fifty years have elapsed since the first 
inter-Korean direct communication line 
opened in 1971. The inter-Korean ho-
tlines have served as an important confi-
dence-building measure by preventing ac-
cidental military clashes and escalation as 
well as facilitating communication between 
the two Koreas. The Second Battle of the 
Yeonpyeong Island in 2002 was a classic 
example in this regard. On June 29, 2002, a 
North Korean patrol boat attacked a South 
Korean Navy high speed boat by surprise, 
leaving six South Korean sailors dead and 
19 injured. North Korea also suffered heavy 
losses with 13 dead and 25 injured. It was 
evidently aggressive behavior on the part of 
North Korea. But the battle did not escalate. 
According to the memoir of Lim Dong-
won, the North instantly sent a message to 
the South via hotline that said, “This inci-
dent was not deliberately planned or intend-
ed. We confirm that people of lower ranks 
on the local level were solely responsible 
for this unintended clash. We regret that 
this has happened.” It added, “Let’s work 
together to never let it happen again.” The 
message indicated that high-level leaders of 
the North were not involved in the incident 
and that it was localized. Expressing apolo-

11 Kui-keun Kim, “Chinese military plane entered the 
KADIZ near Yieodo after notifying through a hotline,”” 
Yonhap News, October 29, 2019. (in Korean) https://www.
yna.co.kr/view/AKR20191029063751504. 

gies, the North side did not want an escala-
tion of the incident (Lim 2012, 320). Such 
communication was vital to the prevention 
of conflict escalation.  

The hotlines also played an important role 
in facilitating inter-Korean relations. For 
example, improved inter-Korean relations 
following the first Korean summit in June 
2000 were coordinated through the hotline 
between the NIS and the United Front De-
partment. North Korean leader Kim Jong 
Un’s special envoy Kim Yong-chol’s visit 
to Seoul in February 2018 and President 
Moon’s two special envoys dispatch to 
Pyongyang were all arranged through the 
NIS-United Front Department hotline. The 
Ministry of Unification’s official phone 
line with the North also served as a routine 
communication channel with the North for 
exchanging messages, arranging official 
and unofficial visits, and expressing griev-
ances related to exchanges and cooperation 
between the two Koreas. 
 
However, Pyongyang has repeatedly been 
cutting off and then resuming hotlines, se-
verely undermining their credibility. Sus-
pension of communication lines has been 
a typical way of expressing grievances 
against South Korea. Ever since North Ko-
rea opened a direct communication line in 
1971, it has shut down communication lines 
with the South on seven occasions over the 
duration of 12 years. Let us examine each 
of these cases.

The Panmunjom axe incident in 1976: 
When UN Forces trimmed the poplar tree 
that limited the view of their third guard 
post in the Panmunjom Joint Security Area 
(JSA) on August 18, 1976, North Korean 
forces attacked them with axes, killing two 

https://www.yna.co.kr/view/AKR20191029063751504
https://www.yna.co.kr/view/AKR20191029063751504
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US officers and injuring nine. Immediately 
after the incident, the United States and the 
South Korean troops declared the “DEF-
CON 3” alert just short of a major military 
conflict. 

Suspension of the working group for the 
inter-Korean prime ministerial talks in 
1980: In January 1980, North Korean Prime 
Minister Lee Jong-ok proposed a meeting 
with his South Korean counterpart to im-
prove inter-Korean relations. They held 10 
working-level meetings from February to 
August 1980. But differences between the 
two, especially regarding the status of US 
troops in South Korea, could not be nar-
rowed, and the talk was aborted. The North 
declared the suspension of hotlines unilat-
erally by attributing the failure of the talk 
with the South.

South Korea’s co-sponsorship of the 
North Korea human rights resolution 
at the 63rd UN General Assembly in 
2008: When the South Korean government 
co-sponsored the UN human rights resolu-
tion condemning North Korea, Pyongyang 
suspended hotlines.

Seoul’s May 24th measures in 2010: The 
Lee Myong-bak government took the May 
24 measures that imposed sanctions against 
North Korea in retaliation to the sinking 
of the ROK Cheonan corvette by North 
Korea on March 26, 2010. They included 
banning North Korean ships from sailing 
in South Korean waters, prohibiting visits 
by South Koreans to North Korea, halting 
all inter-Korean trade and investments in 
the North, and suspending all aid projects. 
In response, the North, which denied any 
wrongdoings, cut off all communication 
lines.

UN Security Council sanctions in 2013 
and joint ROK-US military exercises: 
The UN Security Council adopted a new 
resolution on sanctions against North Ko-
rea’s third nuclear test on February 12, 
2013, and South Korea abided by it. The 
North suspended hotlines in protest.

The Kaesong Industrial Complex sus-
pension measures in 2016: When North 
Korea executed its fourth nuclear test on 
January 6, 2016, the South Korean govern-
ment closed the Kaesong Industrial Com-
plex, withdrew its workers and companies, 
and suspended power and water supply on 
February 10, 2016. The North reciprocated 
by suspending all communication lines.

Propaganda Leaflet Sending: On June 9, 
2020, Pyongyang cut off all inter- Korean 
communication lines after Kim Yo Jung, 
sister of the North Korean leader, issued a 
statement on June 4 that described inter-Ko-
rean relations as hostile. North Korean de-
fectors’ distribution of propaganda leaflets 
to the North, Seoul’s failure to implement 
what has been agreed in Panmunjom and 
Pyongyang, and worsened DPRK-US rela-
tions contributed to the decision.12

Inter-Korean hotlines have been subject to 
ups and downs, depending on the nature of 
relations between the two Koreas as well as 
that between North Korea and the United 
States. At present, only two communication 
lines are operational, one between the UNC 
and the North Korean military in Panmun-
jom and the other for air traffic control. This 
means that there have been no communica-
tion lines between the South and the North 
since June 9, 2020. Seoul is eager to reac-

12 Materials distributed to the Ministry of Unification 
press corps, “Past cases of North Korea’s suspension of 
direct telephone lines,” June 9, 2020.
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tivate communication lines, but Pyongyang 
has not responded. Some positive signals 
came from the North in September 2020 in 
light of an exchange of personal letters be-
tween the two leaders, but there have been 
no further developments. 

The episode of a shooting resulting in the 
death of a South Korean official by the 
North Korean navy on September 22, 2020 
demonstrates how the lack of communica-
tion channels can complicate inter-Korean 
relations. A South Korean government of-
ficial disappeared in the early morning of 
September 21 from a maritime guidance 
ship that belonged to the ROK Ministry of 
Maritime Affairs and Fishery. According to 
the Ministry of National Defense, the offi-
cial who crossed the Northern Limit Line, 
and who was believed to defect to the North, 
identified himself as a South Korean gov-
ernmental official, but North Korean navy 
officers shot him to death and set him on 
fire for the reason of Covid-19 quarantine. 
If military communication lines in the West 
Sea were operational, the tragedy could 
have been prevented. Likewise, cutting off 
communication lines between the two Ko-
reas has not only heightened the potential 
for accidental clashes and conflict escala-
tion, but also deprived them of a means to 
enhance mutual confidence-building.

Another critical limitation is a rather under-
developed telecommunication infrastruc-
ture in North Korea that made effective 
communication difficult. Most of the in-
ter-Korean hotlines were composed of cop-
per cables, so the quality of communication 
was poor and intermittent. Video conferenc-
ing was virtually impossible. Since 2007, 
however, optic fiber cables were installed to 
support the video reunion of separated fam-

ilies and the firms at the Kaesong Industrial 
Complex. The inter-Korean Joint Liaison 
Office (which is now demolished by the 
North) and military communication lines 
were also connected through optic fiber 
cables. But in general, overall communica-
tion networks in the North were underper-
forming. Realizing this problem, the South 
and the North “shared the awareness of the 
need to improve the existing communica-
tions networks between the inter-Korean 
authorities and to cooperate in the future” at 
the inter- Korean communication working 
group held at the North-South Joint Liaison 
Office on November 23, 2018.13 When and 
if inter-Korean relations normalize, one of 
the first tasks will be the improvement of 
communication infrastructure in the North.

In conclusion, we argue that the hotline is 
one of the most important components of 
confidence-building measures. It has played 
a key role in not only preventing accidental 
military clashes and unintended conflict es-
calation, but it has also facilitated exchange 
and cooperation between the two Koreas. 
The inter-Korean hotline has been subject 
to excessive politicization by North Korea, 
however, making it alternate between sus-
pension and resumption. Such instability in 
communication can make overall security 
on the Korean peninsula more precarious 
and uncertain. Judged on the current nucle-
ar stalemate, it will not be easy to restore 
mutual trust and to reactivate hotlines be-
tween Seoul and Pyongyang. The technical 
constraints of the outdated communication 
infrastructure pose another challenge. 

We can conclude two policy implications. 
One, the issue of a hotline not only between 

13 Tae-woo Park, “North-South agreed to cooperate with 
other in replacing existing communication lines with optic 
fiber cable,” Hankyoreh, November 23, 2018. (in Korean).
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the North and the South, but also between 
the DPRK and the United States, should 
be incorporated as an integral part of nu-
clear negotiations with North Korea. At the 
same time, Seoul must make every effort to 
restore broken communication lines with 
Pyongyang. The other is to modernize and 
upgrade North Korea’s communication in-
frastructure. In this regard, the introduction 

of Cata-Links into North and South Korea 
should be seriously considered and debat-
ed.
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