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China may have prevailed on North Korea not to attempt 

another satellite launch or nuclear weapons test – for now. Yet 

without renewed U.S.-D.P.R.K. negotiations, this respite will be 

just temporary. U.S. insistence on preconditions for the 

resumption of talks make the launch and test more likely.  

Pyongyang had been giving every indication it intended to 

attempt a launch this fall. If, as expected, the U.N. Security 

Council then responded with more sanctions, Pyongyang might use 

that as pretext for conducting its fourth nuclear-weapons test. 

As its Foreign Ministry spokesman put it on May 30, “[T]he only 

way to prevent a war between the D.P.R.K. and the U.S., which 

lack even elementary trust in each other and have long stood in 

mistrust and hostility only, is for the former to bolster up its 

defense capabilities so as to ensure balance of forces.”1 

To many in Washington, Seoul, and Tokyo, further arming by 

Pyongyang is a foregone conclusion. Yet the belief in North 

Korea’s determination to arm is belied by the fact that from 

1991 to 2003, it reprocessed no fissile material and conducted 

                                                
1 KCNA, “U.S. Criticized for Attempt to Shift Blame for Ruptured D.P.R.K.-U.S. Talks, May 30, 
2015. 
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very few test launches of medium- or long-range missiles. It 

suspended its weapons programs again from 2007 to early 2009. 

Over the past two years, while it continued to enrich 

uranium and resumed generating plutonium, it has refrained from 

testing what it calls its new “miniaturized” nuclear weapon, 

presumably either a boosted energy or thermonuclear device which 

could be delivered by missile,2 or test-launching either of its 

new longer-range missiles, a signal that it wanted renewed 

negotiations with the United States. 

To many observers, such negotiations, unlike those with 

Iran, seem pointless if North Korea is unwilling to give up the 

handful of crude nuclear weapons it has. That assumption ignores 

the potential danger that unbounded weapons programs in North 

Korea pose to U.S. and allied security.  

That assumption also ignores the possibility that Pyongyang 

may be willing to suspend its nuclear and missile programs if 

its security concerns are addressed. That was the gist of its 

January 9, 2015 offer of “temporarily suspending the nuclear 

test over which the U.S. is concerned” if the United States 

“temporarily suspend[s] joint military exercises in South Korea 

and its vicinity this year.”3 

                                                
2 On these possibilities see Jeffrey Lewis, “Recent Imagery Suggests Increased Plutonium 
Production Probably for Expanding Nuclear Weapons Stockpile and Reactor Fuel,” 38North, August 
12, 2015, and David Albright and Serena Kelleher-Vergantini, Update on Yongbyon’s Nuclear Site, 
Institute for Science and International Security, September 15, 2015. 

3 KCNA, KCNA Report, January 10, 2015.	  
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Like most opening bids, it was unacceptable, but instead of 

probing it further, Washington rejected it out of hand within 

hours. 

Unofficial contacts revealed that the North seemed ready to 

settle for Washington to modulate rather than cancel the largest 

exercises and seemed prepared to suspend not just nuclear 

testing, but also missile and satellite launches and fissile 

material production in return. Its main point was the need for 

reciprocal steps that addressed both sides’ security concerns. 

Those contacts might have opened the way to talks in 

January 2015, but the initiative was squelched in Washington. 

Instead, U.S. officials continued to insist that Pyongyang take 

unilateral steps to show it was serious about denuclearizing and 

ruled out reciprocity by Washington on the flawed premise that 

the North alone had failed to live up to past agreements.4 As the 

Assistant Secretary of State for East Asia, Daniel Russel, put 

it on February 4, “North Korea does not have the right to 

bargain, to trade or ask for a pay-off in return for abiding by 

international law.”5 

Without dropping its preconditions, Washington has tried to 

open talks since then, but Pyongyang was unresponsive. 

                                                
4 On the history of reneging by various parties to past accords, see Leon V. Sigal, “How to Bring 
North Korea Back into the NPT,” Nuclear Proliferation and International Order, pp. 65-82, ed. 
Olaf Njolstad, (London: Routledge, 2010). 

5 Associated Press, “U.S.: No Sign Yet N. Korea Serious on Nuke Talks,” February 4, 2015. 
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Some attribute this change of course to Kim Jong-un’s 

internal troubles. While resisting military demands for a budget 

increase, demands that may have led to his defense minister’s 

execution, it is possible Kim decided to “strengthen his 

deterrent,” reducing the need for greater spending on 

conventional forces. While that explanation is plausible, it 

ignores Washington’s unwillingness to meet Pyongyang part way. 

 Meanwhile, North Korea’s Yongbyon reactor has been fitfully 

generating more plutonium, construction of a new reactor is 

nearing completion, its uranium enrichment program has expanded, 

and a refurbished reprocessing facility could resume operation 

at any time. All this shows that the Obama administration’s 

stance of “strategic patience” toward North Korea has failed, 

just as pressure without negotiation has in the past. And 

President Park’s emphasis on unification has fared no better. 

Reciprocal steps could lead to a suspension of the North’s 

plutonium and enrichment programs and a moratorium on nuclear 

and missile tests, including satellite launches. 

Yet the chances of persuading Pyongyang to go beyond 

another temporary freeze to dismantle its nuclear and missile 

programs are slim without firm commitment from Washington and 

Seoul to reconcile with the North by moving toward political and 

economic normalization and beginning a peace process to end the 

Korean War. 
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The New Geopolitical Context 

A starting point for thinking about North Korea is the new 

geopolitical context in Asia. It has two main features: China’s 

growing economic and military strength and Japan’s more 

assertive nationalism.  

What is not often appreciated is that the regional player 

most affected by these developments is the D.P.R.K. The Kim 

dynasty, despite its dependence on China and other neighbors, 

has justified its rule by juche or self-reliance - the 

legitimizing myth is that it, unlike South Korea, has stood up 

to all its neighbors and forced them to respect its sovereignty, 

safeguard its security, and aid its economic development. 

Just as it played off China against the Soviet Union during 

the Cold War, since 1988 the North has sought to compel the 

United States, South Korea and Japan to end enmity and improve 

relations in an effort to hedge against a rising China and 

reduce its dependence on Beijing. It used threats of nuclear and 

missile tests to compel their cooperation while curtailing its 

nuclear and missile programs if they went along.  

In 2001-03, Pyongyang reached out to Seoul and Tokyo, in 

part to reconcile with them and in part to prod Washington to 

resume talks. That effort failed when the Bush administration 

refused to re-engage and impeded the North’s efforts to end 
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enmity with the allies. Now Pyongyang seems to be trying that 

approach again. 

The key to security in the region is cooperation between 

the United States and China. Yet nothing threatens Pyongyang 

more than such cooperation. When Washington and Beijing applied 

concerted pressure on Pyongyang, the North responded with 

nuclear tests – in 2006, 2009 and 2013 – in an effort to drive 

them apart. 

Now, while the United States tries to ratchet up the 

pressure on the North, China has stepped up its inducements. 

Despite the misgivings of some in Beijing and the hopes of many 

in Washington and Seoul, President Xi Jinping in an October 9 

letter to Kim Jong Un pledging to “seek closer communication and 

deepen cooperation, pushing for a long-term, healthy and stable 

development of the Sino-D.P.R.K. ties.”6 He linked that pledge, 

however, to China’s interest in a peaceful and stable Korean 

peninsula and an early resumption of six-party talks. A summit 

meeting with Kim Jong Un could be on offer if he refrains from a 

satellite launch and nuclear test.  

 

 

 

                                                
6 Anna Fifield, “Kim Jong Un: North Korea Ready for ‘Any Kind of War’ against U.S.,” Washington 
Post, October 10, 2015. 
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What Do We Want?  

We do not know North Korea’s intentions. How best do we act 

in uncertainty?  

The starting point is to be clear about what we want North 

Korea to do and about what worked or did not work in the past to 

make progress toward the goals we have.  

What Washington and Seoul need is not regime change but 

stability on the Korean peninsula, specifically abandonment of 

Pyongyang’s nuclear and missile programs and an end to deadly 

clashes, as well as improvement in the living conditions of the 

North Korean people, regardless of how the North runs its 

economy or state. That will require negotiation, reconciliation, 

and normalization with the North. 

 

What Has Worked 

What has worked in the past to achieve moments of progress 

in Korea? First, North Korea stopped reprocessing to extract 

plutonium from spent nuclear fuel in fall 1991 and did not 

resume until 2003 when the Bush administration scrapped what was 

left of that 1994 accord, having denied itself dozens of bombs 

in the interim. It has conducted just seven sets of test-

launches of medium- and long-range missiles in the past two 

decades. There have been few deadly clashes in Korea during that 

time.  
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Careful review of the long pauses in North Korean nuclear 

and missile development as well as the periods of tension and 

calm in Korea leads to two tentative conclusions: 

The most promising periods in U.S.-D.P.R.K. and North-South 

relations have occurred when Seoul and Washington acted in concert 

to sustain dialogue and engagement with Pyongyang – in 1991, 1999-

2000 and 2007-08. 

The most intense crises, by contrast, occurred when Pyongyang 

concluded that Seoul was impeding Washington’s efforts to engage – 

in 1993-94 and 2008-10. And Seoul could make little progress with 

Pyongyang when Washington was not engaging, as in 2001-06. 

In short, it looks like coordinated engagement worked and 

coercion failed.  

 

The Need for a Peace Process  

The D.P.R.K. says it is willing to forego nuclear weapons 

if the United States and South Korea end what it calls their 

“hostile policy.” As evidence of that hostility it cites 

economic sanctions, a refusal to reconcile, and above all, the 

reluctance to negotiate a peace treaty to replace the armistice 

that temporarily terminated the Korean War.  

Probing whether it means what it says is in U.S. and South 

Korean security interests, especially now that North Korea is 

nuclear-armed. Why? The very steps that each side in Korea takes 
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to bolster deterrence increase the risk of deadly clashes. And 

the very steps Washington takes to reassure Seoul and Tokyo 

often antagonize Beijing. Incidents such as the North’s sinking 

of the Cheonan in March 2010 in retaliation for the November 

2009 shooting up of a North Korean navy vessel and a November 

2010 artillery exchange in the contested waters off Korea’s west 

coast as well as the recent exchange of fire across the DMZ show 

that deterrence alone will not avert deadly clashes.  

So did the exchange of fire across the DMZ this August. 

North and South Korea have agreed to back away from deadly 

confrontation for the moment. But both sides’ rhetoric bodes ill 

for the future. 

Seoul claimed its firm brinkmanship forced Pyongyang to 

back down. And North Korean leader Kim Jong-un has told his 

Central Military Commission the agreement "was by no means 

something achieved on the negotiating table but thanks to the 

tremendous military muscle with the nuclear deterrent for self-

defense."7 

The rhetoric on both sides was likely a sop to hardliners 

at home. But if the leaders believe their own bluster and their 

military forces act on it, the two sides may go over the brink 

the next time tensions rise on the peninsula. 

                                                
7 Yonhap, “N. Korea’s Kim Fires Party Officials,” August 27, 2015. 
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Kim Jong-un’s motives are misconstrued by those in Seoul 

who believe him to be moved by economic desperation. On the 

contrary, his economy has been growing over the past decade, and 

he needs calm on the peninsula to deliver on his pledge to 

improve his people’s standard of living by reducing military 

spending. 

Over the past years, he made repeated efforts to reach out 

to South Korea’s president, Park Geun-hye — efforts that she did 

not reciprocate. In his 2014 New Year’s address, he pledged, "We 

will make aggressive efforts to improve relations between the 

North and the South," and this New Year’s Day he even spoke of a 

summit meeting with President Park. 

He followed up his words with deeds. In February 2014, he 

agreed to a reunion of families separated since the Korean War 

without demanding anything in return. Yet, instead of opting for 

reconciliation by addressing the North’s security concerns, 

President Park went to Dresden that March where she echoed 

German chancellor Helmut Kohl’s 1989 call for unification. 

Kim Jong-un tried again last October, sending three top 

officials to Incheon for the Asian games. In talks with South 

Korean officials, they urged an easing of enmity, for instance, 

by ending propaganda ballooning — to no avail. After a brief 

halt, the ballooning resumed. 
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Having tried the soft approach and failed to get the South 

to re-engage, Kim Jong-un reverted to his father’s tactic of 

floating offers on a sea of threats. Seizing on joint U.S.–South 

Korean exercises, an annual irritant to the North, he rapidly 

ratcheted up the pressure. 

Earlier this year, Pyongyang had beefed up artillery within 

range of the contested waters of the West (Yellow) Sea and sowed 

new landmines in the Demilitarized Zone dividing the Koreas, 

which gravely wounded two South Korean soldiers in August.8 After 

Seoul responded by resuming propaganda broadcasts on 

loudspeakers near the DMZ, Pyongyang threatened to destroy them. 

It put its submarines and fast surface vessels out to sea, and 

the South alerted its forces. South Korea’s defense minister 

then threatened to “take control” of the DMZ.9 The belligerent 

rhetoric on both sides strongly implied a change of military 

rules of engagement both in the West Sea and on the DMZ, raising 

the risk of deadly clashes like those that rocked the peninsula 

in 2010. On August 20, the South detected North Korean artillery 

rounds heading toward the loudspeakers and returned fire. 

On August 21 the North declared a “semi-war” status.10 That 

same day Kim floated an offer of talks. The allies temporarily 

                                                
8 Shin Hyon-hee, “Seoul Resumes Propaganda Broadcasts,” Korea Herald, August 10, 2015 

9 Jun Ji-hye, “Tension Builds along Border,” Korea Times, August 11, 2015. 

10 KCNA, “KPA Units Wind up Preparations for Military Action,” August 21, 2015. 
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suspended their joint exercises, and the South accepted the 

offer. After forty-three hours of talks, the North and South 

agreed on steps to ease the crisis and hold another round of 

family reunions. 

Why did Kim initiate the crisis? One reason is that he may 

genuinely want to ease hostility, allowing him to reallocate 

resources from military to civilian production. The need to cut 

spending on military hardware is why he introduced his so-called 

byungjin “strategic line on carrying out economic construction 

and building nuclear armed forces simultaneously under the 

prevailing situation”11 — Kim’s version of Eisenhower’s bigger 

bang for a buck. He purged his defense minister after cabinet 

efforts to cut arms spending came under challenge from the 

military. That’s why he’s emphasizing the role of nuclear 

weapons, not conventional arms, in resolving the current crisis. 

A second reason is that he intended to proceed with a 

satellite launch this fall. In anticipation of additional U.N. 

Security Council sanctions in response, he wanted to temper 

Seoul’s reaction. 

One way to reduce the risk of further clashes is a peace 

process in Korea – not prior to but in parallel with 

denuclearization. For Pyongyang, this process would also be a 

long-sought manifestation of reconciliation — an end to enmity — 

                                                
11 KCNA, “Report on Plenary Meeting of WPK Central Committee,” March  31, 2013. 
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with Washington and Seoul. As long as the United States and 

South Korea remain its foes, the D.P.R.K. will feel threatened 

and want to build up its deterrent to counter that threat. 

 

Regional Security Arrangements 

 North Korea’s security might also benefit from regional 

security arrangements, currently lacking in Northeast Asia. One 

was envisioned in the September 2005 six-party joint statement, 

which committed them “to joint efforts for lasting peace and 

stability in Northeast Asia” and specifically “to explore ways 

and means for promoting security cooperation in Northeast Asia.” 

 Another is a nuclear weapons-free zone, along the lines 

proposed by Morton Halperin.12 South Korea, Japan and North Korea 

would commit themselves to abstain from the manufacture, testing 

or deployment of nuclear weapons and to refuse to allow nuclear 

weapons to be stored on their territory. They might also agree 

to restrictions on reprocessing and perhaps to a common 

reprocessing facility inspected by Japan and South Korea. They 

would agree to permit inspections on their territory by the 

security organization created by the treaty so as to insure 

effective verification of the agreement. The inspection 

provisions and the obligations to provide information would 

                                                
12 Morton H. Halperin, "A Proposal for a Nuclear Weapons-Free Zone in Northeast Asia", NAPSNet 
Special Reports, January 03, 2012. 
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apply equally to the non-nuclear parties to the treaty. North 

Korea would accept specific provisions concerning destruction of 

its existing stockpile and production facilities under the 

auspices of the security organization. 

One way to achieve this is to have a provision in the 

treaty that permits South Korea and Japan to sign and ratify the 

treaty on a conditional basis.  The treaty could go into effect 

when the three nuclear weapons states (the United States, Russia 

and China) and the two non-nuclear states (Japan and South 

Korea) ratify it.  However, South Korea and Japan would have the 

right to withdraw from the treaty after three or five years if 

the provisions were not being enforced effectively throughout 

the Korean Peninsula. Effective enforcement would occur if 

either North Korea ratified and implemented the treaty, or if it 

collapsed and the Peninsula were unified under South Korea. 

 

Conclusion 

A Korean peace process could be pursued alongside renewed 

negotiations to rein in the North’s nuclear and missile programs 

and three other processes envisioned in the September 19, 2005 

six-party joint statement: political normalization, deeper 

economic engagement and security cooperation in the region.  

Washington, Seoul, and Tokyo have yet to try such a 

comprehensive and concerted approach to reconcile in any 
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sustained way up to now. Until they do, they won’t get anything 

from Pyongyang but more trouble.  

 


