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UNITED NATIONS — Responding vigorously to a recent North Korean nuclear test, the Security Council voted unanimously Friday on an enhanced package of sanctions that, among other things, calls upon United Nations members to inspect cargo vessels and airplanes suspected of carrying military matériel in or out of the country. 

The sanctions in Resolution 1874 were considered tougher than previous versions largely because China and Russia, the closest thing North Korea has to friends, agreed to a mixture of financial and trade restrictions designed to choke off military development. 

Aside from a mandatory ban on arms exports, however, the steps are recommendations rather than requirements, so the potential impact depends on the determination of member states. Both China and Russia pushed to dilute some of the mandatory sanctions sought by the West, Japan and South Korea, and the hesitancy about going too far in punishing North Korea was reflected in their statements. 

“The resolution not only demonstrates the firm opposition of the international community to the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea nuclear test, but also sends a positive signal,” said Zhang Yesui, the Chinese ambassador, noting that it encourages all parties to solve the problem through political and diplomatic means. 

But many analysts and former diplomats question whether the new measures will have enough bite to break a cycle — North Korean threats and weapons tests, followed by American-led sanctions and short-lived deals — and persuade the North to give up its nuclear weapons and missile programs once and for all.

“Sanctions won’t bring North Korea to its knees,” said Kim Keun-sik, a specialist on North Korea at Kyungnam University in Seoul. “The North knows this very well, from having lived with economic sanctions of one sort or another for the past 60 years.”

Although many of the measures in the resolution passed Friday have been included in previous ones at the United Nations, countries like China and Russia were reluctant to enforce them. That hesitation was based largely on concern about destabilizing North Korea and sending a flood of refugees across the border. Ultimately, a collapse in the North Korean government, and a possible reunification of the Koreas, could mean having a stronger American ally right on China’s and Russia’s border.

Mr. Zhang emphasized that “all parties should refrain from any words or deeds that may exacerbate the conflict.” In particular, he said that no country should threaten the use of force when it came to inspecting cargoes, since that was not authorized by the resolution. 

Despite their caution, Beijing and Moscow have been alarmed by the North Koreans’ recent tests of a nuclear bomb and ballistic missiles, said diplomats involved in the negotiations. “Their concern about it and indeed their anger about it is genuine,” said one Western diplomat, speaking on the condition of anonymity because he was discussing the policies of another member state. 

In addition, there was a sense that a message had to be sent to other countries like Iran, which has its own nuclear program and has been ignoring Security Council sanctions designed to persuade it to negotiate. The Libyan ambassador told the Security Council that similar actions should be taken against Israel.

Still, the Chinese left themselves a loophole: allowing the North Koreans to continue to import small arms which they buy mostly from China, a Western diplomat noted. 

North Korea has generally taken a belligerent attitude to previous Security Council resolutions. There was some speculation that it might respond to the latest sanctions either by firing a missile that it has been preparing in recent days or by conducting another nuclear test. 

“There is reason to believe that they may respond in an irresponsible fashion to this,” Susan E. Rice, the American ambassador, told reporters in Washington. “We’re going to focus on ensuring that implementation is fully achieved by us and others; that that bite is felt. And we’re not going to get into a tit-for-tat reaction to every North Korean provocative act.”

Some analysts said that no threat was large enough to stop a regime that saw nuclear weapons as the key to its survival and that had endured decades of economic sanctions and hardships, including starvation, rather than capitulate to outside pressure.

“These are people who didn’t flinch even when two million of their own people died of hunger,” said Lee Ji-sue, a North Korea specialist at Myongji University in Seoul.

Most analysts agree that the most effective measures are those that concentrate on the lifestyle of North Korean leaders: financial sanctions aimed at ending all banking transactions related to North Korea’s weapons trade, and halting most grants and loans. Legitimate trade and development financing was not sanctioned. 

The nuclear test on May 25 followed a series of confrontational actions taken by the North, largely reversing every step it had taken to abandon its nuclear program in recent years. Resolution 1874 condemned that test and ordered a halt to all future tests and to building ballistic missiles. It also said the country should rejoin the Treaty on the Nonproliferation of Nuclear Weapons.

The compromise that was reached on weapons inspections requests that states inspect ships on the high seas. If the country where the ship is registered decided to reject an inspection in international waters, then the country would be required to direct the vessel to a nearby harbor for an inspection. If neither happened, the episode would be reported to the Security Council’s sanctions committee. The resolution also requires states to stop all “bunkering” services, like refueling, for North Korean vessels. 

The possible effect of inspections was hard to gauge. North Korea ships significant cargo on its own vessels, and would be likely to refuse any inspection, and the 34-article resolution does not authorize the use of force. 

The United States will intensify efforts to collect intelligence on North Korean cargoes, Ms. Rice said, and share it as widely as possible to try to insure that inspections happen. 

But critics and proponents alike agree that the linchpin in making sanctions work is China, North Korea’s primary aid and trade partner. The two share an 850-mile border, and China’s $2 billion annual trade with the North accounts for more than 40 percent of the North’s entire external trade, according to South Korean government estimates. 

“The sanctions will have a bite, but I’m not sure if it will be painful enough to change North Korean policy,” said Wi Sung-lac, the Foreign Ministry’s top negotiator with North Korea. “What we need on top of the sanctions is a united approach by the key players to enforce them.”
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