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I. Introduction 
 
Bruce E. Bechtol, Professor of International Relations at the Marine Corps Command and 
Staff College, writes, “Iran is North Korea’s oldest and most profitable purchaser of 
ballistic missiles and ballistic missile technology… any missile test by North Korea 
should be assessed not only for its potential should a missile be launched from the North 
Korean landmass, but what it would mean if such a missile was launched from the 
Middle East – and who it would threaten.”   
 
The views expressed in this article are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect 
the official policy or position of the Nautilus Institute.  Readers should note that Nautilus 
seeks a diversity of views and opinions on contentious topics in order to identify common 
ground. 
 
II. Article by Bruce E. Bechtol 
 
-“The North Korean Long-Range Missile Test-Launch of April, 2009: Results and 
Implications” 
By Bruce E. Bechtol 
 
North Korea conducted a test-launch of the Taepo Dong II system on April 5, 2009.  
Preparations began as early as February 4, when a train carrying components of the 
missile was sighted near the missile launch facility at Musudan-ri.  The train had 
previously departed from a weapons plant known for building long-range missiles.[1] A 
few days later in a statement obviously designed for foreign consumption, North Korea’s 
state-run propaganda arm (Rodong Sinmun) declared its nation’s right to develop “space 
technology.”[2] By February 10, the U.S. military had reportedly stepped up its 
monitoring of North Korean activities at Musudan-ri by moving assets (including naval 
craft) into position in the Pacific.[3] By February 11, reports indicated that the North 
Koreans had transferred missile-related cargo to their missile launch site, and vehicles 
needed for missile launches were traveling to the missile base.[4]  In addition, press 
reports on the same day indicated that imagery showed sophisticated telemetry equipment 



(needed for a missile launch) being assembled at the launch site.[5]  Components for the 
missile were transported to the site on a 40 meter long special trailer that is reportedly 
capable of carrying the first and second stages of the three-stage Taepo Dong II 
missile.[6] Soon thereafter, the North Korean state-run press again declared Pyongyang’s 
right to “launch a satellite,” proclaiming, “Space development is the independent right of 
the DPRK and the requirement of the developing reality.”[7] 
 
On March 12, 2009, the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) reported that it 
had been officially advised by the DPRK “of its intention to proceed with the launch of a 
communications satellite, under the terms of the DPRK’s long-term plan for space 
development.”  The ICAO reported that the North Korean letter indicated the launch 
would take place between 4 and 8 April, and identified two specific “danger areas” where 
possible debris might fall from the vehicle. If one is to plot the areas on a map, the first 
was off of Japan’s northeastern coast (approximately 373 kilometers from the launch site) 
and the second in the middle of the Pacific Ocean approximately 3,600 kilometers from 
the launch site in North Korea.  The areas indicated are below.[8] 
 
Area one                            Area two 
1) N404140 E1353445      1) N343542 E1644042 
2) N402722 E1383040      2) N312222 E1721836 
3) N401634 E1383022      3) N295553 E1721347 
4) N403052 E1353426      4) N330916 E1643542 
 
Many in the international community questioned the validity of North Korea’s 
declaration of the planned test-launch as a “satellite launch.” Officials in both Seoul and 
Washington reportedly believed the real purpose of the launch was to test the Taepo 
Dong II system. In fact, the two are so similar it is very difficult to tell them apart – until 
a satellite is actually launched.  The vehicle (or missile if you will) used to carry a 
dummy warhead (what a test-launch would likely consist of) would likely be almost 
exactly the same as a vehicle used to launch a satellite.  The major difference would only 
be the equipment mounted on top of the fuselage (the tip of the missile).  If a satellite 
launch was the purpose of the vehicle, a “bulb-like” contraption would be on the tip - 
otherwise a more “pyramid-like” device would be on top of the fuselage.  If the missile 
system the North Koreans claimed was being used to launch a satellite was to instead turn 
out to be a missile with a warhead, or (and this could happen almost as easily) if it were 
to stray off-course and head toward U.S. territory, the U.S. ballistic missile defense 
(BMD) system was prepared to both track it and shoot it down.  Reportedly, air and space 
assets were capable of monitoring the system from take-off until landing.  Sensors and 
satellites located in the United States, Japan, South Korea, and the waters of the Pacific 
Ocean were (and are) tied into a worldwide BMD system capable of matching up with 
weapons systems that could take the missile out at various stages in its flight. American 
weapons systems located on ships at sea, on land in Alaska, Hawaii, and Japan were (and 
are) also tied into Japanese BMD weapons systems (SM-3 and PAC-3) also located on 
both land and sea (see figure 1).[9] 

Figure 1 



 

Source: Department of Defense, Director, Operational Test and Evaluation, FY 2008 
Annual Report, “Ballistic Missile Defense Systems,” December, 2008, URL: 
http://www.cdi.org/pdfs/FY08DOTEAnnualReport.pdf 
 
In early March, 2009, the Japanese navy announced that it planned to deploy an Aegis-
equipped destroyer equipped with the SM-3 BMD system in the Sea of Japan in 
preparation for possible action involving the North Korean test-launch.[10]  Given the 
launch elevation of the Taepo Dong system, it would be difficult for the SM-3 (which is 
designed for MRBM system defense – not an ICBM like the Taepo Dong) to intercept a 
launch.  But the system could be used if debris from the system was falling on the 
Japanese landmass.[11]  Approximately 90 percent of the “danger zone” that North 
Korea indicated when it announced the test launch was in the Sea of Japan near Akita 
Prefecture.[12]  In another rather ominous move, North Korea announced on March 21 
that it would close two routes in its air space during the April 4-8, 2009 time period.  The 
two routes were normally used by flights transiting between North Korea and Russia or 
Japan.[13] 
 
By the end of March, satellite imagery had reportedly photographed the nose cone of the 
Taepo Dong II, which was now sitting on its launch pad going through final preparations 
– though it still remained partially covered.[14] But an even more interesting issue came 
to light on March 29th when the Japanese press disclosed that a 15-man Iranian 
delegation (including several missile experts) was in North Korea – probably to observe 
the imminent test-launch.[15] By March 29th there were also reports that the U.S. was to 
deploy to “missile interceptor” ships from South Korea (other ships deployed from other 
areas as well), and the Japanese began moving their PAC-3 BMD systems into areas in 
northeastern Japan to prepare for the possibility of the missile falling into Japanese 
territory.  The Japanese government ordered the BMD systems (and the associated 
seaborne SM-3 systems) deployed in the case of a malfunction in the North Korean 
launch where missile debris might fall on the Japanese landmass.[16] 
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By March 30, 2009, the Taepo Dong II missile system was reportedly not only on the 
launch pad, but free of any covering and casting a thick shadow.[17] By April 1st, press 
reports citing a senior U.S. military official confirmed that the North Koreans had begun 
fueling the missile.[18] U.S. Defense officials reportedly disclosed that imagery of the 
missile showed that it had a bulb-shaped nose cone consistent with a satellite payload – 
though ISIS senior analyst Paul Brannan also told reporters that, “They probably are 
launching a satellite. But the issue is that the steps they’re going through to do that run 
parallel to them being able to have other capabilities.”[19] South Korean Defense 
Minister Lee Sang-hee responded to the reports that a satellite payload was spotted on top 
of the missile nearing launch to the South Korean National Assembly in a hearing, when 
he stated, “Whether it is a satellite or a missile, the technology is the same.” He further 
stated, “We understand they are equally threats to the Korean Peninsula and our 
surrounding region, and will respond accordingly.”[20] By April 4th, the North Koreans 
appeared ready to launch their missile in a matter of hours, as camera equipment had 
been set up (to record the launch) around the launch pad.[21] 
 
On April 5, 2009, at 1130 in the morning, the North Koreans launched the Taepo Dong II 
missile – their second launch of the system (the first being in July, 2006).  According to 
press reports attributed to members of the South Korean National Assembly, North Korea 
notified the U.S., China, and Russia in advance of its plan to launch the missile (satellite) 
on April 5th. If true, this was an unprecedented move by the North Koreans.[22]  The 
North Koreans called it the “Unha 2 Space Launch Vehicle.” Iranian officials and missile 
experts were reportedly present to observe the launch.  After launching, the spent first 
stage fell into the Sea of Japan (East Sea) about 580 kilometers from the launch site. The 
missile successfully went into its second stage before passing over Japan.  The system 
apparently suffered some kind of sequencing complication and the second stage failed to 
separate, causing both the second stage and the third stage to tumble into the Pacific 
Ocean.[23] According to analysis by Russian and American experts that was released in 
the Russian and South Korean press, the missile may have impacted as far as 2,390 miles 
from its launch site (in the Pacific Ocean).  The analysis indicates that the second stage of 
the missile fired normally, but the third stage failed to separate from the second stage 
when it was supposed to.  After burn out, the second stage briefly coasted upward into 
space.  The third stage was then supposed to separate and fire, but instead failed to do so.  
Thus, according to the reports, Japanese and U.S. Defense officials believe the first and 
second stages worked as planned, but only the third stage failed. The spent first and 
second stages apparently fell into the “danger areas” the North Koreans had planned for 
and reported to international authorities earlier.[24] 
 
Following the test launch, despite the third stage failure of the system, U.S. analysts and 
government officials reportedly said that the test raised new concerns about 
advancements in North Korean long-range missile technology.  Many also said that the 
launch was a test of the Taepo Dong II and merely cover for what in reality was a long-
range missile test.[25]  In South Korea the reaction was similar. A government official 
speaking on condition of anonymity said, “It is our assessment that North Korea’s missile 
capabilities have advanced because its abilities to launch the rocket can be converted into 



long-rang missile technology.”[26] Professor Yun Duk-min of the Institute for Foreign 
Affairs and Trade in Seoul told the South Korean press in part, “It is one of the steps that 
the North will take to keep improving its missile capability.  The North will test again at 
some point.”[27] North Korea obviously understood the military applications of the test 
launch and took elaborate steps to protect their assets.  Pyongyang deployed both fighters 
and bombers near the launch area and deployed one of its warships at sea near the site.  
The aircraft flew past the mid-way point between Japan and North Korea and a destroyer 
also reportedly sailed closer to Japan than to its home port – which is very unusual.  One 
of the aircraft conducting the patrols (a MiG-23) crashed into the sea the day before the 
launch.[28] 
 
After several days of wrangling for wording, the UN Security Council finally issued a 
statement unanimously condemning North Korea’s test launch.  The statement (and the 
actions taken in the resolution) was considerably watered down from what both the 
United States and Japan had been pushing for.  China and Russia opposed making the 
resolution too harsh in what their diplomats felt would have been an over reaction. The 
result was a compromise that did not carry the weight Washington and Tokyo had hoped 
for.[29] North Korea’s response to the UN resolution was quick and harsh. Pyongyang 
ordered UN inspectors at its site at Yongbyon to leave.  North Korea also ordered them to 
remove seals on equipment and remove cameras.  In addition, North Korea renounced the 
Six-Party talks, saying in an official statement that it “will never participate in the talks 
any longer nor…be bound to any agreement.” Finally, the North Koreans stated that they 
would restart operations at their Plutonium nuclear reactor.  An official statement in the 
state-run press said that Pyongyang would “bolster its nuclear deterrent for self-defense 
in every way.”[30] 
 
The implications of the launch are important yet there is disagreement among analysts 
about the reasons for its timing – why April, 2009?  Some have assessed that the launch 
was for internal North Korean consumption in order to strengthen Kim Chong-il’s status 
after the stroke he suffered in 2008.  Others have opined that the launch was likely 
conducted to continue raising the stakes with the Lee Myung-bak administration in South 
Korea.  Of course, many have assessed that the launch was conducted to “test” the new 
Obama administration in Washington.[31] In my view, all of these reasons are very 
important – but they are also ancillary.  The main reason that the North Koreans tested 
the Taepo Dong II system was because they assessed it was ready - and they plan to 
proliferate the technology to Iran.  The North Koreans likely believed they had worked 
out most of the issues associated with the missile launch of 2006.  They were of course 
partially right, as the launch was more successful than the launch of 2006 but still short of 
being a successful ICBM launch of a three-stage missile.  Selling this missile to Iran 
likely means revenues in the hundreds of millions of dollars (perhaps more) as well as 
energy aid.  According to press reports, Iranian specialists and high-ranking officials 
were present at the launch – as they also were in 2006, 1998, and 1993.[32] 
 
North Korea has proliferated nearly every kind of missile in its inventory to Iran going all 
the way back to the 1980s. To recap, this includes the SCUD B, C, and probably D 
systems, the No Dong, and the Taepo Dong X (also known as the Musudan, based on 



Soviet SS-N-6 technology).  Iran is North Korea’s oldest and most profitable purchaser of 
ballistic missiles and ballistic missile technology.[33] This highlights the real threat from 
the April 2009 missile launch.  While a successful three-stage launch would mean North 
Korea had an ICBM that could hit Alaska or Hawaii, it would also almost undoubtedly 
mean that Iran would end up with the technology in the near future.  Thus, any missile 
test by North Korea should be assessed not only for its potential should a missile be 
launched from the North Korean landmass, but what it would mean if such a missile was 
launched from the Middle East – and who it would threaten.  No matter what was going 
on with the Six-Party talks, relations with their neighbor to the South, or internally within 
the government of the DPRK, if the North Koreans assessed this missile system was 
ready they were going to launch it.  The potential gains from proliferation were simply 
far too important for any significant delay.  For future reference, those who have an 
interest in the region should consider this – because future test launches are not only 
likely, but imminent in coming years, as the North Koreans further develop long-range 
missile technology. 
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