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China joins Obama as world condemns North Korea’s new ‘uranium’ bomb test
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President Obama last night led global condemnation of North Korea after its detonation of what it described as a miniaturised nuclear bomb. 

The pariah state’s action, denounced as “highly provocative” by Mr Obama, also brought criticism from its ally China, followed by an emergency meeting of the UN Security Council. 

Mr Obama changed the text of his State of the Union address to both houses of Congress, warning that the only way North Korea could hope to rejoin the world community was if it stopped its threats. 

North Korea appeared to have anticipated the reaction by promising to unleash “merciless retaliation” if the world sought to punish it for testing the seven-kiloton bomb. There were warnings from the head of South Korea’s spy agency that the regime’s 29-year-old dictator, Kim Jong Un, could be ready to test another nuclear device or a ballistic missile within days. 

North Korea said that with its latest test it had succeeded in producing a smaller nuclear device but with great explosive power — a claim that could portend the ability to mount a warhead on a long-range missile. 

Intelligence sources in Seoul speculated that North Korea might want to mark the birthday of Mr Kim’s father, the late Dear Leader Kim Jong Il, this Saturday with another test. 

“The latest nuclear test was only the first action, with which we exercised as much self-restraint as possible,” North Korea’s Foreign Ministry said. “If the US further complicates the situation with continued hostility, we will be left with no choice but to take even stronger second or third rounds of action.” 

The regime has made no secret of the ultimate goal of its nuclear programme — to gain the ability to strike the US with an atomic weapon. Tests in 2006 and 2009 yielded one and six kiloton explosions and are thought to have been plutonium-based devices. 

Intelligence analysts said it might be some days before the blast could be fully assessed, but fears are mounting that it may have been a uranium-based bomb. North Korea has domestic resources of uranium and an enrichment programme whose existence it revealed in 2010. 

A bomb based in this process would give North Korea greater scope to miniaturise its bombs into warheads and to conceal the entire programme from the prying eyes of foreign satellites, drones and weapons inspectors. Previous estimates by US nuclear scientists suggest that North Korea may have enough plutonium to equip about six nuclear devices. 

Yesterday’s test, in an underground cavern in the country’s frozen northeast, was conducted in defiance of a UN ban on further development of its nuclear programme and pleas for restraint by China. 

It was first detected as an “artificial earthquake” at 10.57am local time close to the Punggye-ri site used for previous nuclear experiments. The tremor was the equivalent of a 4.9 to 5.1 magnitude earthquake, but from one kilometre below the Earth’s surface, a depth consistent with an explosion in an underground test chamber. 

China swiftly expressed “resolute opposition” to the test saying: “We strongly urge North Korea to keep their promises regarding being nuclear-free and not taking action to worsen the situation.” It urged discussions within the framework of the Six-Party Talks, which were abandoned by North Korea in 2009. 

The Chinese Foreign Minister summoned the North Korean Ambassador to deliver a protest. South Korea’s Defence Ministry said that in a break with previous practice, North Korea had given China and the US advance warning before the latest test. 

In a joint statement, the UN Security Council said that it “strongly condemned this test” and promised that “significant action” would be taken in the form of a new resolution. 

The Foreign Secretary, William Hague, called upon China to support sanctions and said that the test showed that North Korea was “still intent on spending money on nuclear and ballistic missile programmes rather than on the basic needs of the people”. 

Andrei Lankov, an expert on North Korea at Kookmin University in Seoul, said that the timing of the test, before the February 25 inauguration of the new South Korean President, Park Geun Hye, was significant. “By doing this they give the new President in South Korea the chance to think of the test as something that happened under her predecessor’s term of office,” he said. “That gives them the potential to open talks. Ultimately, Pyongyang wants South Korea’s money.” 

Professor Steve Tsang, director of the China Policy Institute at the University of Nottingham, said that the big question was whether China’s new leader, Xi Jinping, would go through with enforcing UN sanctions. 
