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North Korea and Zimbabwe: A
friendship explained

Zimbabwe heads to the polls on July 30, in an historic election that marks its
first in nearly four decades without former leader Robert Mugabe on the ticket.

During its years of international isolation, Zimbabwe struck up an alliance with
fellow pariah state North Korea.

The connection between the two countries is militaristic, and also involves the
trade of contraband goods.

Justina Crabtree | @jlacrabtree
Published 1 Hour Ago | Updated 1 Hour Ago

    

The Norea Korea-trained Fifth Brigade of the Zimbabwean army demonstrates karate in May
1984 at Rufaro Statium in Harare, Zimbabwe.

Zimbabwe’s historic election on July 30, its first without former leader
Robert Mugabe on the ticket in nearly four decades, is a major olive
branch aimed at the West.

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, who took power last November, is
attempting to bring the southern African pariah state back into the
international community and repair its crumbling economy, destroyed
by years of mismanagement.

But, during Zimbabwe’s international isolation it found an unusual
friend — North Korea.

How did this come about?

Zimbabwe and North Korea’s relationship dates back to the Cold War,
during which Pyongyang backed several liberation movements in
Africa.

During the 1970s, North Korea trained an armed faction of Zimbabwe’s
now-ruling ZANU-PF party as it fought to oust white minority rule in

EUROPE NEWS
UNITED KINGDOM  RUSSIA  GERMANY  FRANCE  EUROPEAN UNION

FROM THE WEB   by Taboola Sponsored Links 

Grammarly

₪ 59.99 - extest.myshopify.com

Cool Air

Holiday Apartments | Sponsored Links

Avoid Embarrassing Work Mistakes With This
Grammar Checking App

The Lean Product Playbook: How to Innovate with
Minimum Viable Products and Rapid Customer
Feedback

United Kingdom Heat Hack In Tiny Box (It’s Genius)

Holiday Apartments- Unique Alternative To Hotels!

Outrage at Trump
comments: John
Brennan calls
president's
performance 'nothing
short of treasonous'

by Taboola

  
MENU

  

https://www.cnbc.com/justina-crabtree/
https://twitter.com/@jlacrabtree
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/06/15/zimbabwe-election-23-candidates-including-mnangagwa-chamisa.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2017/11/22/will-new-zimbabwe-leader-emmerson-mnangagwa-bring-change.html
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjss65AKgv6owTN885njC7uSj8gUyz6DxMT883jEfSmNUnNwN-EOgrKswu5QSnZVsxp06TKtSlvAiIp2tpyp88dogltSR7rPe256MEkQPLubTAvco2fAjU6ehAlJvbGbqPCNlqdoPmg1pF680VjX-39d0ADUQ0fb_SW5J8MHRtPxVCXByYDj08mFwoKagrVVvQihOzJKTO_E8LjB2Q2AB1SfhN4Yq5mbqJLIMyfFCNypBe2sopre1pqyL4yNRtPDuLmxq10fllE81Z6OC9azFv7U&sai=AMfl-YQq2DmOIpb29CgS0bsmLPlqUFppAuTFzYFGbIsQgr9YVBD8eH6kmhcUpm1QSiAZ1PNH4VdY8DRAmY7onG9u4fwgkW2FMYRtVnbiKHUPaIFNj5EKQitGF9EBL2k&sig=Cg0ArKJSzNULO8-nmLRS&adurl=http://bit.ly/1J5y8Dk
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjss8UtBLiqtTH9HtNRHxeCjUAjqRZTyY9pN9fASIWAbOZ-ri6cO3kJ91WqzASmglx5gB2D_Q7AyUZLuA-S1Za1uo3WjoeEWSX3rjPuZcNDTe-ohJtZwTiopZ6AVQpk2aRz7pju2v-qBevb5gzCOkS7nKCDvM9W8wWZu1pyok4QNzikjWRdWWOMg-cesBISGYFXbRJ4KkHQ8Ok90jvNVDcs5_-bbsc42W-w_BmKUadCwtxJvVanm3AEOWLfTynJUbBwOVYqBOT5uxITHhFn1kgPQ&sai=AMfl-YQ_CXunstXzfAb7_zAnKXDEPDcBOqckQh2KLbyolIwpvp0e2IMD50GIV-d6qXFhGRuPa0M6REw9O6cSvNNt8UyWmXnNnGPRhINu6Df7hqToXIZGjoYDPSy4Wqg&sig=Cg0ArKJSzEQwCggvZRmu&adurl=http://bit.ly/1J5y8Dk
https://www.cnbc.com/europe-news/
https://www.cnbc.com/united-kingdom/
https://www.cnbc.com/russia/
https://www.cnbc.com/germany/
https://www.cnbc.com/france/
https://www.cnbc.com/european-union/
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=cnbc&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=thumbnails-b:Right%20Rail%20Thumbnails:
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=cnbc&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=thumbnails-b:Right%20Rail%20Thumbnails:
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=cnbc&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=thumbnails-b:Right%20Rail%20Thumbnails:
https://www.grammarly.com/?utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=2017product_dsk_E20HP&utm_term=cnbc&utm_content=http%3A%2F%2Fcdn.taboola.com%2Flibtrc%2Fstatic%2Fthumbnails%2Fd856deec09591350fd4de7087c619fff.jpg_Avoid+Embarrassing+Work+Mistakes+With+This+Grammar+Checking+App
https://extest.myshopify.com/products/b00sz638c8?utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=exposebox&exi=aowpl8
http://trkwl.me/?flux_fts=xtcoocolxqtzcoticieqxxqcazzciitxqlatlcc136&flux_cost=0.065&campaign={campaign}&publisher=cnbc&ad=United+Kingdom+Heat+Hack+In+Tiny+Box+%28It%E2%80%99s+Genius%29&creative=http%3A%2F%2Fblogs.dailylifetech.com%2Fb%2Fcoolair%2Ft04%2F02.jpg
http://huntnow.co.uk/trk/99ff8f2f7c0f758ca826c22bec397775?page=aHR0cDovL2h1bnRub3cuY28udWsvbXVsdGlmZWVkLz9rZXl3b3JkPWhvbGlkYXkrYXBhcnRtZW50cw%3D%3D&placement=cnbc&search_keyword=Holiday+Apartments-+Unique+Alternative+To+Hotels%21&device=Desktop&campaign_id=1183788&creative_id=87457057
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/07/16/outrage-at-trump-performance-with-putin.html?recirc=taboolainternal
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=cnbc&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=organic-text-links-b:Right%20Rail%20Text%20Links:
https://www.cnbc.com/markets/
https://www.cnbc.com/video/
javascript:void(0),
https://www.cnbc.com/


7/17/2018 North Korea and Zimbabwe: A friendship explained

https://www.cnbc.com/2018/07/17/north-korea-and-zimbabwe-a-friendship-explained.html 2/5

the country, which was then the British colony of Rhodesia.

The Fifth Brigade of the Zimbabwean army, trained by North Korea, practice karate at Rufaro
Stadium in Harare, Zimbabwe, in May 1984.

When former Zimbabwean President Robert Mugabe was elected into
power in 1980 following the country’s independence, military training
from North Korea became more closely linked to its leadership. Mugabe
agreed with then-North Korean leader Kim Il Sung that Pyongyang
would train a wing of Zimbabwe’s army, known as the Fifth Brigade,
which would be under the direct control of Mugabe himself as he
sought to consolidate his power in the country.

“The Fifth Bridge had a reputation for ferocity,” Daragh Neville, an
Africa-North Korea expert formerly of think tank Chatham House, told
CNBC. It is considered responsible for a 1983 massacre in Matabeleland,
a western region of Zimbabwe, in which up to 20,000 people were
killed in violence along tribal lines.

“What happened in Matabeleland remains an extremely sensitive topic
in Zimbabwe,” Neville said.

A supporter of Zimbabwean President Emmerson Mnangagwa at a rally in Bulawayo on June
23, 2018.

For approximately a decade beginning in the late 1990s, a particularly
murky period in Zimbabwe’s history during which the country suffered
from hyperinflation, riots and strikes, its relationship with North Korea
was bolstered.

William Attwell, practice leader for Sub-Saharan Africa at emerging
markets consultancy Frontier Strategy Group, described the pair to
CNBC as “ideological bedfellows,” finding solidarity in international
isolation. “Mugabe drew inspiration from Pyongyang’s ideology of self-
reliance in his tirades against the West,” Attwell said.
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Trading illicit commodities

Contraband commodities moving between Zimbabwe and North Korea
form a key part of their bilateral business connections.

“Since Western sanctions left few options to procure armaments from
abroad, North Korea became a crucial source of supplies for
Zimbabwe’s military, which is among the region’s best trained and
equipped,” Attwell said.

Meanwhile, North Korean firm Mansudae Overseas Projects, a
construction company specializing in memorials and monuments, has
completed projects in Zimbabwe as well as elsewhere in Africa.
Mansudae’s work includes National Heroes Acre, a burial ground just
outside the Zimbabwean capital Harare.

There have been incidences of smugglers attempting to import
Zimbabwean ivory and rhino horn into North Korea. Also, Zimbabwe is
reported to have supplied uranium to North Korea, which is used as
part of the regime’s nuclear program.

“Zimbabwe is being watched closely by the UN over potentially
contravening the sanctions regime on North Korea,” Neville said.

A ‘demonstration of defiance against the West’

Given its military support of ZANU-PF, North Korea has made a
significant contribution to Mugabe’s 37-year leadership of Zimbabwe.

But, “the North Korea connection has done relatively little to help
alleviate Zimbabwe’s longstanding economic woes,” Attwell said.
Likewise, North Korea’s own economy has been decimated by sanctions
imposed by the international community, regardless of Zimbabwean
trade.
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Zimbabwe’s “cosying up to North Korea has historically been a
demonstration of defiance against the West rather than the practical
manifestation of substantive diplomatic and business ties between the
two countries,” said Charles Laurie, a specialist in southern Africa and
head of politics at consultancy Verisk Maplecroft.

Africa helps keep ‘North Korea’s head above water’

Both Zimbabwe and North Korea are in the process of opening up to
the international community. While Zimbabwe sent a military
delegation to North Korea as recently as February, according to a local
news report, both countries’ attempts to build bridges elsewhere could
jeopardize their historic relationship.

Supporters of Zimbabwe's main opposition party the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC)
march for electoral reforms in the streets of the capital Harare on July 11, 2018.

Current Zimbabwean President Emmerson Mnangagwa, Mugabe’s
deputy who took power in November after the former leader was
ousted in a coup, has made Zimbabwe’s internationalization a
cornerstone of his leadership.

“Mnangagwa will steer a path of reconciliation rather than
antagonisation by keeping North Korea at arm’s distance,” Laurie said.
As the president pushes for election on July 30, “it is hard to see any
value whatsoever in Mnangagwa promoting a relationship with outcast
North Korea, which at this stage is little more than a divisive relic from
the early Mugabe era.”

While Mnangagwa has been campaigning for foreign investment in
Zimbabwe, North Korea’s finances could falter should its relationship
with Zimbabwe wane. “Its overall trade with Africa is approximately
$100 million per year — it seems very little, but this is a not insignificant
sum for the cash-strapped government. It is foreign trade and military
links that are keeping North Korea’s head above water,” Neville said.

Justina Crabtree
Digital News Assistant
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