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SEOUl — attack drones di-
rected by artificial intelligence.
tanks with improved electronic
warfare systems. a newly built
naval destroyer fitted with su-
personic cruise missiles. a new
air defense system. air-to-air
missiles.

the list of new weapons be-
ing touted by North Korea grows
almost by the week.

long-held conventional wis-
dom had it that North Korea —
crippled by international sanc-
tions, natural disasters, and the
coronavirus pandemic — was
unable to upgrade its decrepit
Soviet-era military because it
lacked the money, fuel, spare
parts, and technology required.
But its leader, Kim Jong Un,
found a solution to his country’s
problem. He courted Russia af-
ter it invaded Ukraine three
years ago and ran into a dire
shortage of both troops and con-
ventional weapons, including ar-
tillery shells. North Korea had
plenty of both to provide.

In return, Moscow has re-
vived a cold War-era treaty of
mutual defense and cooperation
with pyongyang, supplying
North Korea not only with fuel
and food, but alsowithmaterials
and technologies to modernize
its military, according to South
Korean officials and analysts.

they warn that the growing ex-
pansion of military cooperation
between Russia and North Ko-
rea, if left unchecked, could
threaten a delicate military bal-
ance around the Korean penin-
sula.

the disintegration of the old
Soviet bloc, and the subsequent
collapse of North Korea’s econo-
my, created a yawning gap be-
tween North and South Korea in
their conventional weapons abil-
ities. to counter that, North Ko-
rea in recent decades dedicated
its limited resources to develop-
ing nuclear warheads and their
delivery missiles. Still, the
North’s conventional weaponry
remained many years behind
that of South Korea and the
United States, which keeps

28,500 troops in the South.
Russia’s war against Ukraine

has brought Kim a military bo-
nanza.

It gave North Korea opportu-
nities to test its weapons and
troops and to gain valuable in-
sights into modern warfare. Its
conventional weapons industry
has entered a renaissance,
thanks to Russia’s insatiable de-
mand for its artillery shells and
missiles and the military tech-
nology flowing the other way,
South Korean analysts said.

Kim now has greater ability
to destabilize the East asia re-
gion and more leverage should
he sit down again with president
trump or china’s leader, Xi Jin-
ping, they said.

“North Korea appears to be

entering a strategic golden age,”
said yang Uk, an expert on the
North Korean military at the
asan Institute for policy Studies
in Seoul.

the alliance has benefited
president vladimir putin of Rus-
sia, too. For months, Russian of-
ficials concealed the fact that
North Korean troops were tak-
ing part in efforts to push Ukrai-
nians out of the Kursk region, in
western Russia. It was only at
the end of april, when most of
the Ukrainian-occupied area
had been liberated, that the
head of the Russian general
Staff said during a public meet-
ing with putin that North Kore-
an troops “provided significant
assistance” to the Russians.

perhaps more valuably,
North Korea sent millions of ar-
tillery rounds to Russia. South
Korean officials said that North
Korea was also cooperating with
Russia to build drones for both
nations. Russia’s resurgence in
the war has given putin a stron-
ger hand in any potential peace
negotiations with Ukraine, and
with trump.

the courtship between Kim
and putin deepened when they
met in Russia’s Far East in Sep-
tember 2023. Kim was shown
around a Russian space-launch
station, an aircraft manufactur-
ing factory, and air force and na-
val bases, compiling what South
Korean analysts called a “bucket

list” of Russian technologies he
wanted to get his hands on.

last June, Kim invited putin
to pyongyang, the North’s capi-
tal, to sign an alliance treaty.
Soon, North Korean troops be-
gan streaming into Russia, num-
bering up to 15,000 in all, ac-
cording to South Korean intelli-
gence officials

North Korean troops took
part in recapturing two villages
in the Kursk region, said dmitri
Kuznets, an analyst with the
news outlet Meduza, which was
outlawed by the Kremlin and op-
erates from latvia. But the true
extent of the troops’ contribu-
tions has been debated.

valery Shiryaev, an indepen-
dent Russian military analyst,
said in a post on telegram, a
popular messaging app, that the
participation of Koreans in real
battles was Kim’s idea, so that he
could test his army.

“all of them are getting an in-
credible experience now andwill
come back as real veterans,”
Shiryaev said. “there are no
such people in the South Korean
army, which undoubtedly fills
Kim Jong Unwith pride.”

analysts in South Korea and
otherWestern powers have been
tallying Kim’s hardware gains.
they have monitored aircraft
and ships carrying what ap-
peared to be Russian military
technologies to North Korea.

Kim’s prioritizing of drones

alone would help significantly
narrow the gap with South Ko-
rea in conventional weapons,
analysts said.

In april, Kim and his daugh-
ter, Kim Ju ae, widely believed
to be his heir, attended the
launching of the North’s first na-
val destroyer, the choeHyon. He
later watched the ship test-fire
various missiles. One of them
was called a supersonic cruise
missile by North Korea, and it
resembled the nuclear-capable
Russian cruise missile 3M22 Zir-
con, said Hong Min, a military
expert at the Korea Institute for
National Unification in Seoul.

While launching the destroy-
er, Kim Jong Un reconfirmed
that he was also building a nu-
clear-powered submarine.

Multiple UN Security council
resolutions ban arms trading
with North Korea. But military
cooperation with Russia “has
proved a perfect route for the
North to evade sanctions and
overcome its technological lim-
its,” said a report from the Insti-
tute for National Security Strate-
gy in Seoul.

there remains doubt over
how much sensitive technology
Russia is willing to share with
North Korea. North Korea has
repeatedly failed to launch mili-
tary spy satellites. and to build a
nuclear-powered submarine, the
country would need a small nu-
clear reactor.

N. Korea gets weapons bonanza from Russia in growing cooperation
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North Korean leader Kim Jong Un visited a munitions
factory in a photo released by his government.

‘Life has stopped. The only thing that matters now is saving my child’s life.’
lIUdMyla KaRpOva, mother of 13-year-old Margaryta, who is being treated at a hospital in Kyiv
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NOvOOlENIvKa, Ukraine
— as a police officer helped her
don child-size body armor and
an orange helmet, Margaryta
Karpova, then 12, stood quiet
amid the roars and shock waves
of heavy shelling. Russian forces
had reached less than a mile
from her mostly abandoned vil-
lage in eastern Ukraine.

She held back tears, prepar-
ing to leave her home; her tiny
village, Novoolenivka; and her
father, who stayed to watch over
the house. In that moment last
fall, the goodbye with him felt
terrifyingly final. She and her
mother, liudmyla Karpova,
dashed to an armored car and
joined more than 1 million civil-
ians who have fled Ukraine’s do-
netsk region since Russia’s full-
scale invasion in 2022.

But relocation brought them
no relief. after they reached tem-
porary housing in western
Ukraine, Margaryta began to
complain of pain. doctors soon
found she had cancer, a rare and
aggressive form called rhab-
domyosarcoma that mostly af-
fects children. Now, in Kyiv, the
capital, she fights a second,
more personal war, against a dis-
ease that is consuming her body
as the war continues to consume
her country.

“as I tell everyone, life has
stopped,” her mother said. “the
only thing that matters now is
savingmy child’s life.”

they were able to reunite
with Margaryta’s father, and
Kyiv offers the care she needs,
despite the destruction last July
of Ukraine’s largest children’s
hospital and pediatric cancer
center, in the heart of the city, by
a Russianmissile.

But the capital does not feel
like a refuge, battered by Rus-
sian drones and missiles far
more often than cities inwestern
Ukraine. Margaryta lamented
that while the children being
treated alongside her were able
to return home between treat-
ments, she could not.

“She’s already had six rounds
of chemotherapy,” her mother
said. “Now she’ll begin radia-
tion. She’s lost weight, and I
have to force her to eat.”

With Russia appearing to
prepare for a renewed offensive
this summer, the bombardment
of the towns and villages along
the front has grown more in-
tense. Russian forces dropped
more than 5,000 powerful guid-
ed bombs along and near the
front in april, compared with
3,370 in February, according to
the Ukrainianmilitary.

a primary target has been
Kostiantynivka, a logistics hub
for Ukrainian forces in the east
that is north of the Karpovas’
hometown of Novoolenivka.
Once an industrial town of about
67,000 people, it now lies mostly
in ruins. Russian forces have
been advancing on it from the

southwest, through places such
as Novoolenivka, setting the
stage for what could be a brutal
urban battle.

the intensifying internation-
al diplomacy to broker a cease-
fire has so far failed to halt — or
even curb — the violence. Every
Russian advance, no matter how
small, uproots more families
who sought to hang on to their
homes as long as they could.

But some 280,000 civilians,
according to government esti-
mates — including more than
21,000 children — remain in the
portion of the donetsk region
that Ukraine still controls. ap-
peals for more evacuations are
constant. the New york times
spent time last fall travelingwith
the White angels, a special
Ukrainian police unit, collecting
civilians who could no longer
stay.

to reach Novoolenivka and
rescue Margaryta and her moth-
er, Major vasyl pipa, a 41-year-
old police officer coordinating
evacuations, had to run a gantlet
along what officers had begun
calling “the road of death.” Rus-
sian bombs had obliterated en-
tire homes, leaving not even the
foundations.

Burned-out civilian cars lit-
tered the roadside — some smol-
dering, others reduced to con-
torted, blackened metal. One
still contained a charred body;
the shelling had not paused long
enough for someone to recover
it.

the drill was by then grimly
familiar, as pipa carefully fitted
Margaryta with a vest and hel-

met, seeking to keep her calm
even as artillery thundered near-
by.

For her mother, the war nev-
er stopped; it simply changed
form. the air raid sirens in Kyiv
now blend into the rhythm of
hospital visits and blood tests.

Margaryta, who recently
turned 13, struggles to make
sense of her suffering.

“She says, ‘Whyme?Why has
god punished me?’” Karpova
said, her voice breaking. “She
has moments of aggression and
says, ‘I’m not beautiful anymore.’
I try to comfort her, but she tells
me, ‘you don’t understand my
pain.’

“It’s dangerous here too,”
Karpova added. “Sometimes I
look around and don’t know
what to expect — now or in an
hour, when the explosions start
again.”

Still, there is nowhere else for
them to go. their village is
wiped out. the house where
Karpova spent 39 years —where
she raised her children and bur-
ied her father — is gone.

Hermother remained behind
in the now-occupied territory.
Shemanaged to get in touch and
is alive, staying with relatives,
but the uncertainty of what may
come weighs heavily. Even
knowing there may be nothing
left, Karpova feels drawn to the
place she cannot help thinking
of as home.

“I will definitely go home,”
she said.

“My father is buried there— I
promised him I would visit his
grave.”
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Liudmyla Karpova and daughter Margaryta fled their home in the village of Novoolenivka just ahead of the advancing Russians.

A Ukrainian girl struggles to survive
As war rages, she
fights a personal
battle with cancer
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NEW dElHI — the drones
andmissiles have been stilled af-
ter India and pakistan’s brief but
intense military battle last
month. But the two neighbors
have turned up the heat on an-
other long-standing conflict: the
sharing of water.

a day after terrorists killed 26
people on the Indian side of
Kashmir in april, igniting ten-
sions that would lead to four
days of escalating conflict, the
Indian government said it would
suspend a vital pact governing
rivers that flow from India into
pakistan.

that agreement, the Indus
Waters treaty, covers a river sys-
tem that tens of millions of peo-
ple rely on for their livelihoods
and survival. India, which linked
the april attack to pakistan, said
it would step away from its obli-
gations under the pact until its
nemesis “credibly and irrevoca-
bly” renounced support for
cross-border terrorism. paki-
stan, which denied any role in
the terrorist attack, called India’s
move an “act of war.”

India’s targeting of water,
however, is not just about com-
bating terrorism, analysts say.
the Indian government has been
frustrated by the 65-year-old
treaty, believing it has favored
pakistan from the start, and ana-
lysts say that India is hoping to
force pakistan to renegotiate it.
that could allow India to better
use its allottedwaters tomeet the
needs of its immense population
and adapt to climate change.

India’s decision to put the
agreement “in abeyance” — and
the vague conditions it has im-
posed onpakistan to reverse that
— has injected a note of uncer-
tainty into the future of a treaty
that has survived multiple wars
and conflicts.

a full breakdown would have
serious consequences for both
countries, especially pakistan,
an arid land with few other
sources of water.

Rising temperatures and in-
creased demand make South
asia’s water systems among the
world’s most stressed. the hos-
tile neighbors also share a need
to address dangers such as flash
floods and glacial lake bursts un-
leashed by global warming. and
if changes in river flows endan-
ger pakistani lives or employ-
ment, India could face interna-
tional opprobrium.

the treaty specifies how the
waters of the Indus River basin

— around which one of the
world’s oldest civilizations, the
Indus valley civilization, flour-
ished — will be used by the two
countries.

the agreement, which be-
came necessary after India and
pakistan became independent
nations in 1947, took nine years
to negotiate and was signed in
1960 in what its preamble called
a “spirit of goodwill,” and with
theWorld Bank as amediator.

pakistan has unrestricted use
of threewestern rivers, and India
has the same claim to three east-
ern rivers. India also has limited
rights to the western rivers with-
in its territory, including for irri-
gation, and the ability to build
dams for power generation.

Scientists and officials say the
treaty has held up because it is a
sound legal document that pro-
vides for a permanent commis-
sion with representatives from
each country who are expected
to be in regular contact, as well
as mechanisms for settling con-
flicts using neutral experts and
arbitration.

India currently has six dams
on the western rivers, with plans
to build more. pakistan has
raised objections to several of
the dam designs and plans, in-
cluding the Kishenganga hydro-
electric project.

Over the past decade, the
treaty has encountered increas-
ing geopolitical friction. after at-
tacks on Indian troops in 2016
and2019 in Indian-administered
Kashmir, India announced plans
to curtail water flows to pakistan
but did not follow through.

the treaty can be altered by
mutual consent. as India has for-
mally sought to revise the treaty,
pakistan has rejected these ef-
forts, according to Indian gov-
ernment records and experts.

India has little ability to sub-
stantially reduce the flow of wa-
ter into pakistan, and building
the infrastructure to do sowould
take years, experts say.

But pakistan is unnerved by
India’s suspension of its partici-
pation in the treaty in part be-
cause India has stopped provid-
ing hydrological data, according
to Indian government officials
and experts.

Because it is downstream,
pakistan relies heavily on India
to share this data, which is cru-
cial for pakistani agriculture, a
sector that accounts for nearly
one-quarter of the country’s
economy and employs 37 per-
cent of the labor force.

Information from India
about glacier melt, the speed of
floodwaters and precipitation
levels, as well as timing deci-
sions on opening sluice gates, is
vital for pakistan to determine
its irrigation needs and flood
management plans.

For Pakistan
and India, water
war has begun
Crucial treaty
that governs
rivers suspended


