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A series of events in late February and early March 2022 indicate that the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) has been actively preparing 
for its next satellite or intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) launch. These 
include: 

• 27 February 2022, the DPRK conducted a test for developing a 
reconnaissance satellite.1 

• 5 March 2022, another similar test was carried out.2 
• 9 March 2022, US Indo-Pacific Command announced that it had 

ordered “intensified Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance 
collection activities in the Yellow Sea.”3 

• 9 March 2022, DPRK leader Kim Jong Un inspected the National 
Aerospace Development Administration (NADA).4 

• 10 March 2022, US Department of Defense (DoD) announced that the 
tests conducted by the DPRK on 27 February and 5 March 2022 
involved a new ICBM and the purpose of the tests was likely to 
evaluate this new ICBM before a future full range test, potentially to be 
disguised as a satellite launch.5 

• 10 March 2022, Kim Jong Un inspected the Sohae Satellite Launching 
Ground.6 

This brief offers initial observations on these events based on available 
information. 
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I. SATELLITE TESTS 
 
DPRK state media reported on 
28 February 2022 that a test for “developing 
reconnaissance satellite” had been conducted 
on 27 February 2022.7 According to the 
Republic of Korea (ROK) and Japan, a 
projectile, launched by the DPRK on 
27 February 2022, flew in a highly lofted 
trajectory. It reached an altitude of roughly 
600 km before splashing down 300 km away 
from around Sunan, a suburb area of 
Pyongyang.8 

The test was not aimed at inserting any 
payload into orbit. Judging by the reported 
trajectory, the test payload spent much of its 
flight time in space before reentering the 
atmosphere. During this brief time, the test 
payload may have, as claimed by the KCNA,9 
managed to stabilize its attitude, point its 
cameras to the desired directions, take 
photos and send data back (Figure 1). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

On 5 March 2022, another similar test was 
conducted. The projectile this time reached 
an apogee of roughly 550 km before 
splashing down 300 km away from around 
the Sunan area.10 KCNA reported that NADA 
“confirmed the reliability of data transmission 
and reception system of the satellite, its 
control command system and various ground-
based control systems” through this test.11 
Considering the short interval between the 
two tests, the rockets and test payloads may 
have been manufactured in the same 
production cycle. 

It is rare to test satellite technologies in a 
highly lofted ballistic trajectory. However, 
considering that the previous two satellites 
sent into orbit by the DPRK reportedly began 
tumbling shortly after orbital insertion,12 it is 
possible that the DPRK decided to conduct 
such tests first to verify key technologies 
before the next launch. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. Photos of earth presumably taken during previous ballistic missile tests and the satellite test 
on 27 February. 
Images: KCNA 
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II. KIM JONG UN’S VISITS 
 

A. Visit to NADA 
Kim Jong Un reportedly visited the NADA in 
Pyongyang on 9 March 2022. He was quoted 
by KCNA as saying that: 

“The development of a reconnaissance 
satellite takes an important share in 
attaining the five major goals for developing 
the defence power set forth at the 8th Party 
Congress […] the purpose of developing and 
operating the military reconnaissance 
satellite is to provide the armed forces of the 
DPRK with real-time information on military 
actions against it by the aggression troops of 
the U.S. imperialism and its vassal forces […] 
the Party Central Committee fully supports 
the decision of the National Aerospace 
Development Administration on putting a lot 
of military reconnaissance satellites into 
diverse sun-synchronous polar orbits in the 
period of the five-year plan.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

It is not immediately clear what the “five 
major goals for developing the defence 
power” are, as the relevant official text on the 
8th Congress of the Workers’ Party of Korea 
was not explicit13 (see attachment). It is also 
not clear if “putting a lot of military 
reconnaissance satellites into diverse sun-
synchronous polar orbits”14 means that DPRK 
plans to conduct multiple satellite launches in 
the future, or if DPRK is working on sending 
two or more satellites into orbits in a single 
launch. 

According to images released by KCNA, 
presumed flight paths of the 27 February and 
5 March 2022 tests were shown to 
Kim Jong Un during his visit to NADA 
(Figure 2). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2. Presumed flight paths displayed to Kim Jong Un. Several blurred rectangular shapes (in orange 
boxes) might indicate the free flight path of a spent rocket stage after engine burn-out. 
Image: KCNA 
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More photos, taken by the test payloads 
presumably during 27 February and 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Images: KCNA, Google Earth (in red box) 
 
 
 

5 March 2022 launches, were also shown to 
Kim Jong Un (Figure 3). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   of Sunan.15 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3. Grayscale images presumably taken by the test payloads. Image in the yellow box appears to  
match a location in Anju (in red box), about 45 km north 
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B. Visit to Sohae Satellite 
Launching Ground 

Kim Jong Un reportedly visited the 
Sohae Satellite Launching Ground on 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

10 March 2022 and gave orders to upgrade 
and expand this launching ground 
(Figure 4).16 This is his first public visit to 
Sohae since the 7 February 2016 satellite 
launch. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4. Kim Jong Un giving instructions at the Sohae Satellite Launching Ground. 
Images: KCNA, KCTV 
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Specifically, KCNA reported that 
Kim Jong Un: 

“advanced the task to modernize [the 
Sohae Satellite Launching Ground] so that 
various rockets could be launched to carry 
multi-purpose satellites, including a military 
reconnaissance satellite, in the future […]. He 
also gave detailed instructions as regards the 
matters arising in modernizing the 
Sohae Satellite Launching Ground, including 
the matters of expanding the capacity of the 
engine ground jet test site, ensuring the 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

convenience of carrier rocket transport, 
improving the ecological environment around 
the launching ground and building a 
grandstand in the safe zone opposite to the 
launching ground.”17 

Commercial satellite image from 
11 March 2022 shows an object at the launch 
pad area (Figure 5). The object may be the 
billboard shown to Kim Jong Un during his 
visit to Sohae; the low resolution of the 
image does not allow for a more confident 
assessment. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5. Satellite image taken one day after Kim Jong Un’s visit (inset photo) shows an object (in yellow 
box) on the launch pad area at Sohae. 
Images: © 2022 Planet Labs Inc. All Rights Reserved, KCNA 
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III. US ANNOUNCEMENTS 
 

A. US Indo-Pacific Command 
On 9 March 2022, the US Indo-Pacific 
Command issued a press release, stating that 
in light of the series of ballistic missile 
launches of the DPRK, the Command had 
“ordered intensified Intelligence, Surveillance, 
and Reconnaissance collection activities in 
the Yellow Sea, as well as enhanced readiness 
among our ballistic missile defense forces in 
the region.”18 

The mentioning of the Yellow Sea is 
noteworthy as the DPRK normally launches 
ballistic missiles towards the east. It has only 
launched towards the south when it 
attempted to put satellites into sun-
synchronous orbits from the Sohae Satellite 
Launching Ground, in which cases the first 
stage rockets and payload fairings fell into 
the Yellow Sea. As opposed to ballistic missile 
launches, the DPRK announced the splash 
zones and launch windows for its previous 
satellite launch attempts in 2009, 2012 and 
2016.19 The announcement seems to indicate 
that the Command believes another satellite 
launch could take place in the near future. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

B. US DoD 
According to the US DoD press release 
issued on 10 March 2022, the US believes 
that the flight tests conducted by the DPRK 
on 27 February and 5 March 2022 involved a 
new ICBM that the DPRK is developing,20 
which was first revealed during a military 
parade on 10 October 2020 (Figure 6).21 The 
new ICBM is possibly designated as 
“Hwasong-17.”22 

Though the tests did not demonstrate the 
ICBM range, the purpose of the tests was 
likely to evaluate the new missile before a full 
range test, according to the US DoD, which 
further concluded that the full-range ICBM 
test might be disguised as a satellite launch. 
Due to lack of usable satellite images and 
telemetry data available to ONN, it is unclear 
what technologies of the new ICBM were 
being evaluated during the 27 February and 5 
March 2022 tests. 

According to the press release, the US is 
revealing the information publicly and sharing 
it with its allies and partners so that the 
international community could “speak in a 
united voice.”23 This information sharing 
approach is reminiscent of the proactive 
release of intelligence by the White House 
prior to Russian military operations in 
Ukraine. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6. The new ICBM was first revealed during a military parade in Pyongyang on 10 October 2020. 
Image: KCNA 
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IV. CONCLUSIONS 
 
• The recent activities in the DPRK have 

been the strongest indicators since early 
2016 of a possible satellite launch. The 
likelihood of such a satellite launch is 
further supported by US intelligence 
reports, which has also claimed that such 
satellite launch would be a cover for the 
testing of new ICBM technologies. 

• In 2009, 2012 and 2016, the DPRK 
announced launch windows and splash 
zones for rocket stages and fairings prior 
 

to the satellite launch activities. It remains 
to be seen if the DPRK would follow the 
same procedure for its next satellite 
launch. 

• The possibility that the DPRK would first 
conduct an ICBM test and/or a nuclear 
test before a satellite launch cannot be 
ruled out at this point. 

ONN will continue to monitor the WMD-
related programmes of the DPRK. 
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ATTACHMENT 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The report mentioned the core plan and strategic tasks of crucial importance in rapidly 
developing and strengthening the national defence industry. 

It is necessary to develop the nuclear technology to a higher level and make nuclear weapons 
smaller and lighter for more tactical uses. This will make it possible to develop tactical nuclear 
weapons to be used as various means according to the purposes of operational duty and 
targets of strike in modern warfare, and continuously push ahead with the production of 
super-sized nuclear warheads. In this way we will be able to thoroughly contain, control and 
handle on our own initiative various military threats on the Korean peninsula, which are 
inevitably accompanied the nuclear threat. 

The report also set a goal of attaining an advanced capability for making a pre-emptive and 
retaliatory nuclear strike by further raising the rate of precision good enough to strike and 
annihilate any strategic targets within a range of 15 000 kilometres with pinpoint accuracy. 

And the tasks were brought up to develop and introduce hypersonic gliding flight warheads in 
a short period, push ahead with the development of solid-fuel engine-propelled inter-
continental underwater and ground ballistic rockets as scheduled, and possess a nuclear-
powered submarine and an underwater-launch nuclear strategic weapon which will be of great 
importance in raising the long-range nuclear striking capability. 

The report also referred to the need to secure the ability of reconnaissance and information 
gathering based on operation of a military reconnaissance satellite in the near future, and 
conduct in real earnest the most important research to develop reconnaissance drones and 
other means of reconnaissance capable of precisely reconnoitring up to 500 km deep into the 
front. 

Excerpt from KCNA report on “Report Made by Supreme Leader Kim Jong Un at Eighth 
Congress of WPK”, 10 January 2021 
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