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Preface

The governments of Northeast Asia agree that North Korea’s development 
of nuclear weapons and missiles to carry them makes the region more 
dangerous. Bringing about the denuclearization of the Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea (DPRK) is therefore a common interest of governments 
in the region. International cooperation on strategic issues is notoriously 
difficult to achieve, especially in a region that lacks a mature multilateral 
security organization. Similarly, although the humanitarian crisis in the 
DPRK caused by massive human rights violations and economic mismanage-
ment evokes sympathy for the North Korean people, the costs and politics 
of multilateral intervention remain insuperable.

Nevertheless, the North Korea case would seem to offer an unusually 
favorable chance of success in rallying Asia-Pacific governments to pull 
together, because the levels of both urgency and unanimity are high. The 
prospects of success in such an effort are determined by the interests of 
these individual governments. Even if they agree on the general preferred 
outcome, each has its own reasons for supporting or opposing particular 
strategies and tactics.

Accordingly, this monograph considers the viewpoints of various govern-
ments while examining the broader question of whether an effective regional 
response to the DPRK crisis is possible. The principal finding is that the 
conflicting national interests that have precluded a successful coordinated 
multilateral policy thus far will continue to leave Pyongyang in dangerous, 
angry isolation even after it attains a credible nuclear intercontinental bal-
listic missile capability.
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chapter 1 

Sources and Objectives of 
North Korea Foreign Policy
Identity, Values, and Negotiating Behavior
Jina KIM

The Kim Jong Un (KJU) regime, since its inception, has ratcheted up ten-
sion on the Korean Peninsula. His decision to dishonor what he had agreed 
to—a moratorium on nuclear tests and long-range missile launches as well 
as the return of IAEA (International Atomic Energy Agency) inspectors 
to Yongbyon—at several rounds of bilateral talks with the United States 
in February 2012 confirmed the belief that North Korea is a historically 
unpredictable and unreliable actor. Because the new North Korean leader-
ship needed to fulfill its promise that North Korea would enter an “era of 
being a strong and prosperous nation (gangseongdaeguk),” pursuing economic 
recovery by easing tension through reconciliation with the international 
community, including the United States, was of significance. North Korea 
could have obtained nutritional assistance including corn, soy beans, veg-
etable oils, and ready-to-eat therapeutic food, but instead it initiated a string 
of provocations and hostile threats, which brought China’s patience to the 
limits, strengthened UN sanctions, and consolidated the US position not 
to engage with North Korea before Pyongyang shows concrete steps for 
denuclearization. Hence, for the international observers, North Korea’s 
gamble seemed to be a grave mistake.
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Arguably, the sudden death of Kim Jong Il (KJI) and the accession to 
power of KJU made North Korea even more unpredictable. Because the 
international media expected that the Western-educated North Korean 
leader would move the country toward more reform and openness, North 
Korea’s attempt to amplify its rhetorical threats against South Korea and 
the United States increased the uncertainty regarding North Korea’s future 
course of actions. Indeed, foreign policy analysts seem to split on whether 
the last wave of threats from December 2012 to April 2013, including nul-
lifying the armistice treaty and cutting hot-lines between the two Koreas is 
indicative of North Korea’s intention to escalate tension toward a possible 
military confrontation, or a much-calculated diplomatic maneuver. Besides, 
North Korea’s recent charm offensive confuses those who believed that KJU 
would not take his country in a new direction. Hence, in response to North 
Korea’s proposal to hold talks for cross-border family reunions and halting 
all acts of slander against each other, the South Korea media was skepti-
cal because North Korea also demanded South Korea unilaterally call off 
South Korea–US military exercises, which has been part of a cycle—peace-
ful gesture followed by provocation. Therefore, examining whether North 
Korea is genuine about peaceful rapprochement and analyzing sources and 
objectives of North Korea’s foreign policy with theoretical and historical 
approaches is more important than ever.

Puzzles and Constructivist Approach

Taking a closer look into the history of North Korea’s foreign relations, 
one can note that it is full of contradiction and complexity. North Korea 
deepened its self-imposed isolation, but it also heavily relied on foreign aid 
and assistance. It first joined the NPT (Non-Proliferation Treaty on Nuclear 
Weapons) and then withdrew from it; it agreed on denuclearization and 
then abandoned opportunities for improving its relations with others; it 
developed nuclear weapons at the risk of provoking its regional neighbors 
and alienated further the international community despite the urgent need 
for international aid. Nonetheless, to a certain degree, North Korea has 
demonstrated a consistent behavioral pattern despite changes and shifts 
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in its surrounding conditions. Hence, first of all, this chapter will explain 
various approaches to understand the way that North Korea conducts its 
relations with other states, and will show that North Korea’s foreign policy 
behavior can be examined with a constructivist approach.

Interest-Based Prism
The prism through which the international community viewed North Korea 
was mostly nuclear brinkmanship diplomacy. However, whether North 
Korea’s behavior is driven by the structural context as it contends or Pyong-
yang is just playing a game of so-called brinkmanship needs thorough 
examination. Realist approaches explain a state’s response to an existential 
threat as an effort to secure useful shields against adversarial aggression, 
or to balance against a powerful rival. As Rosecrance notes, North Korea, 
with a long history of engaging in military confrontation, may be actively 
seeking nuclear weapons as a means of terminating a struggle with its foe1 
or, as Goheen observes, it may be passively compelled to develop a similar 
capability of its own to protect itself from its adversary’s military threat.2 
However, North Korea’s behavior, so incomprehensible that one cannot 
decipher it, cannot be construed simply as a reaction to the external stimulus. 
Epstein writes that non-nuclear countries without a nuclear umbrella feel 
that they may ultimately have to rely on nuclear weapons.3 According to 
this logic, North Korea would become one of the nuclear candidates that 
are concerned foremost with their unique security concerns.4 However, such 
views do not adequately explain why North Korea’s nuclear crisis broke 
out when tension on the Korean Peninsula began to thaw or why North 
Korea pursued nuclear and missile capabilities at the risk of embarrassing 
China and Russia. In this regard, to interest-based theorists, Pyongyang’s 
seemingly confusing decision seems like an anomaly.

Neoliberal institutionalism’s utilitarian approaches can also provide a 
partial explanation of North Korea’s strategic mind. It is in North Korea’s 
interest to participate in the Six-Party Talks because it could reap gains 
by cooperating with the others.5 However, the rationale focusing on cost-
benefit calculation of the states does not adequately explain why North 
Korea stepped back from the 1994 Geneva Agreed Framework and from 
the 9.19 Agreement through the Six-Party Talks in 2005 despite promised 
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rewards. North Korea’s defiance of nonproliferation efforts of the interna-
tional community counters the belief that small states may view themselves 
as the beneficiaries of a collective good offered by institutions, believing that 
it gives them legitimacy and power.6 Indeed, the framework based on the 
assumption of states’ rationality does not take into account how principles 
and norms are actually perceived by North Korea.

Constructivist Prism
North Korea’s preferences, interests, and identities are taken as stable within 
a rational framework, but social constructivism suggests that states with 
difficulties forming positive identification may not construct the same kinds 
of perceptions and attitudes. States, by positively identifying themselves 
with others, confirm their positional status as respected group member 
states. However, social identities can be either cooperative or conflictual, and 
identification is a continuum from negative to positive.7 The logical progres-
sion of this train of thought suggests that antipathy and distrust lead a state 
to sustain a competitive identity and show noncompliant behavior. North 
Korea’s unique identity and values allow it to diverge from international 
principles and standards. North Korea identifies its interests negatively 
with regard to those of the others, and hence North Korea’s flaunting of 
international demands can be examined in this light.

Objectives of North Korea’s Foreign Policy

In an antagonistic structure where legitimacy competition goes on between 
the two Koreas, three of its primary goals maintain North Korea’s continuing 
status as a revisionist state: (1) to seek ways to compensate for its inferiority 
in conventional forces with the development of asymmetric capability; (2) 
to drive a wedge between Seoul and Washington to weaken domestic sup-
port for the US military presence in the South; (3) to utilize opportunities 
to infuse revolutionary ideas and cause disunity (so-called South-South 
conflict) within South Korean society.
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Duality of National Interests

Revisionist goals. Since the Korean War, North Korea has pursued a revi-
sionist path—the establishment of a unified state by force. Although North 
Korea turned into a status-quo oriented power during postwar rehabilita-
tion and revitalization of its economy, North Korea resumed its revisionist 
tendencies and during these periods there were signs of political instabil-
ity in the North. When North Korea was undergoing power transition, 
having problems with economic management, and tightening control of its 
people to forestall social instability, aggressiveness in its foreign policy was 
also noticeable, for example when Kim Il Sung (KIS) struggled to build 
a monolithic leadership among a number of factions that vied for total 
control of state power, and when KJI became the leader of a nation that 
was hit hard by an economic breakdown and mass starvation in the 1990s 
when widespread famine killed more than 10 percent of the population. 
The December 2012–April 2013 crisis on the Korean Peninsula coincided 
with KJU’s legitimacy-building campaign to tighten his grip on his cohorts.

North Korea’s aggressiveness can also be examined in light of its ceaseless 
attempts to delegitimize the South. The fact that the two Koreas engage in 
legitimacy competition makes North Korea perceive South Korea’s goal of 
absorption of the other half of the Peninsula as an existential threat. The two 
Koreas claim to be the sole legitimate governments for the entire Korean 
Peninsula, and North Korea’s foremost concern has been resolving the Korea 
division in its favor. Indeed, North Korea has employed a variety of covert 
and overt operations against the South since political instability in the South 
emerged in the 1960s and 1970s.8 In the recent rhetoric from North Korea 
its goal of revolutionizing the South is rarely mentioned, and North Korea’s 
communist influence on the South remains negligible. However, Pyongyang 
has not officially abandoned its goal to instill revolutionary spirit throughout 
the Korean Peninsula. North Korea’s socialist constitution states that Kim 
Il Sung is the founder of socialist Korea and the entire Korean people will 
defend and carry forward his idea and complete the Juche (self-reliance) 
revolution.9 Small-scale but lethal attacks against South Korea have been 
a feature of North Korea’s approach since the 1960s.
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Pragmatic goals. North Korea utilized diplomatic outreach as part of efforts 
to achieve pragmatic goals—diplomatic recognition and foreign aid. North 
Korea’s Socialist Constitution stipulates, “Independence, peace and solidar-
ity are the basic ideals of the foreign policy and the principles of external 
activities of the DPRK.”10 It was at the first session of the 9th Supreme 
People’s Assembly in 1990 when North Korea changed the order from 

“solidarity and peace,” and this change indicates a change in North Korea’s 
strategic calculus, to develop working relationships with non-communist 
states. Being a resourceful supplier of military equipment and expertise 
to resistance movements in the Third World, North Korea used military 
assistance programs as an instrument of foreign policy in the 1960s and 
1970s.11 Expanding diplomatic relations served the purpose of taking the 
upper hand over South Korea in terms of legitimacy competition.

It should be noted that North Korea’s diplomatic outreach since the 1980s 
was employed to attract foreign investment by establishing full diplomatic 
relations with capitalist states. In the period of regime change in East 
Europe, North Korea aimed to remove threats on the Korean Peninsula 
and create a favorable environment for the restoration of its economy by 
normalizing relations with the United States and Japan. KIS enacted the 
Law of Equity Joint Venture and Foreign Investment Bank Act in 1984 
and the Law on Foreign Investment in October 1992 in order to induce 
the investment of capital by foreign governments and corporations. KJI also 
made similar attempts including revision of laws and regulations, reshuffling 
of the administration system in the mid-2000s, and institutionalization for 
development and management of the Rajin-Sunbong Special Economic 
Zone in 2010. In a similar fashion, KJU has tried to attract foreign invest-
ment by constructing ski and beach resorts and setting up fourteen special 
economic zones across the country. Diplomatic breakthrough could open a 
gate for improving economic conditions, reducing the threat alert level, and 
concentrating resources on other key areas. Hence, North Korea alternately 
chose its actions for both revolutionary and practical goals. Consequently, 
North Korea’s foreign relations have gone through a dialectical course, shift-
ing between negative and positive interactions.
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Continuity and Changes
What frustrated the international community was North Korea’s vacillating 
attitude between revisionist and pragmatic approaches, such as setting off a 
naval skirmish following an inter-Korea Red Cross meeting in October 2009 
and shelling Yeonpyeong Island after the reunion of separated families in 
October 2010. However, it should also be noted that these are not isolated 
events and North Korea’s unique situation prompts it to consider multiple 
goals: (1) making a breakthrough in diplomatic and economic relations, (2) 
seeking a turning point to regain international attention, and at the same 
time (3) fending off external influence caused by partial openness. In the 
end, these two approaches are not distinct but related in light of the embodi-
ment of North Korea’s ruling ideology Juche12 through reinterpretation and 
adaptation. For Pyongyang watchers, North Korea’s foreign policy is full of 
abnormality. To understand North Korea’s erratic behavior, one needs to look 
at the uniqueness of North Korea’s foreign policy decision-making process.

Leader-dominant (yuil cheje) system. It is hard to imagine that North 
Korea’s foreign policy is a product of debates among those in charge of 
various state responsibilities. In North Korea, the leader exercises supreme 
authority in every domain, and foreign policy decision is not an exception. 
North Korea’s Supreme People’s Assembly has the legal authority to establish 
the basic principles of foreign policies, ratify treaties, and appoint as well 
as recall ambassadors to foreign states,13 and the cabinet conducts general 
guidance in the sphere of relations with foreign states.14 However, it is the 
KWP (Korea Worker’s Party) Central Committee’s politburo that approves 
North Korea’s foreign policy, and the supreme leader who presides over the 
politburo holds the ultimate power of policymaking responsibility. This is 
a protocol that needs to be sustained in order not to endanger his position 
and keep the stability of the regime.

Like his predecessors, KJU solidified his control over the North Korean 
elites through purges and the appointment of loyal supporters. This means 
that there is little room for multiple competing views to be presented in 
the decision-making process. His position of First Secretary of the KWP, 
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Chairman of the Central Military Commission (CMC), and First Chair-
man of the National Defense Commission (NDC) gives him the power 
to rule without obvious challenges. CMC and NDC decision making is 
done at the same time to ensure that the military follows the Party’s lead, 
which means that both institutions serve in a coordination and facilitation 
role that ensures the enforcement of orders made higher up the chain of 
command—i.e., by the supreme leader of North Korea. Hence, competition 
among political parties, private groups, and bureaucrats is not very useful 
for the study of North Korea.

One may argue that personal judgment is also bounded by specific context 
of the surrounding environment.15 This implies that the antagonistic struc-
ture in which North Korea lies produces the repetitive pattern of temporal 
compromise and setbacks from agreed measures. KJU’s speech on 15 April 
2012, which stressed that the North Korean people would no longer have to 
tighten their belts, was understood as an expression of his willingness not 
to push the limits regarding the international community. However, KJU’s 
decision to go further than his father by unconditionally abrogating the 
Armistice Treaty indicates that the new supreme leader can hardly move 
away from the patterns of the past. It can be argued that North Korea’s 
foreign policy decision making is affected by what the supreme leader values 
most – dealing with the challenge to the throne, finding legitimacy as a 
protector of North Korea’s political ideology, ensuring continuity of the 
long-held communist system, and so on.

Path dependency. It has been only three years since KJU came to power, 
but analyzing and predicting the new leadership’s foreign policy is possible 
given the consistency of the structural conditions and ideational factors that 
affect North Korea’s policy decision-making process. One may be confused 
by the reports that North Korea strengthens leadership of the party over the 
military as an indication of change from a “military-first” to a “party-first” 
stance.16 A reference to military-first (Songun) politics was added to the 
party charter, which now says that “the Party will establish military-first 
politics as a basic political system of socialism.”17 On the anniversary of 
the military-first doctrine, KJU stressed again that the leadership of the 
KWP is essential for the Korean People’s Army (KPA) and that the two 
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are inseparable. However, these changes should not be interpreted as a sign 
of shifting balance of power because there has never been a case where the 
party’s supremacy was overtaken by the military in North Korea’s history. 
Where the supreme leader directs his order changes, but what he orders 
may not. It should be noted that empowerment of the NDC was designed 
to give KJI, Chairman of the NDC, more power to rule. Since his designa-
tion as an heir apparent, KJU began his leadership career as a head of the 
KWP’s CMC, which became a critical institution wherefrom he consolidated 
and exercised his power. North Korea’s foreign policy decision making is 
performed by a purposeful agent who acts with certain policy concepts.

Sources of North Korea’s Foreign 
Policy : Structural Co-constitution 
and Interactive Patterns

Negative Identif ication and Antagonistic Structure
North Korea’s attitude toward the outside depends not only on the cogni-
tive prism through which it understands the significance of compliance to 
external demands but also on its position in relation to the other members 
of the international community. Positive identification occurs “when an 
individual accepts influence because he wants to establish or to maintain a 
satisfying self-defining relationship to another person or group.”18 However, 
North Korea has long experienced difficulties in forming a collective social 
identity through positive interactions with other states. Hence, having a 

“corporate identity,”19 North Korea held pre-existing ideas about its national 
identity that guided its behavior toward the others, and the negative interac-
tions that it experienced consolidated its negative identity.20

First, the unique circumstance of North Korea as a highly militarized 
but small, weak country with a history of territorial invasion surrounded by 
super powers created North Korea’s unique identity.21 A state of alienation 
from its patrons and competition with South Korea worsened after the 
Cold War when North Korea’s leadership assumed responsibility to lead 
the country without dependence on external input. The lasting Cold War 
legacy on the Korean Peninsula made it impossible for North Korea to 
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negotiate with the West on friendly terms, and the intricate relationship 
between the two Koreas involves the North-South rivalry and an absence 
of a trust-building mechanism.22

Second, reliance on the past hinders North Korea from making a complete 
departure from the past. KJI justified his power based on the legacy of KIS 
and consistently claimed his father’s mantle to legitimize the dynastic transi-
tion.23 Particularly after the second nuclear crisis broke out, KJI perpetuated 
his identification with his father through extensive propaganda. KJU, like 
his father, relied heavily on KIS’s legacy. For the first two years, he tried to 
mimic his grandfather’s gestures and appearance to invoke North Korea’s 
nostalgia for the relatively well-off era in the past. Emphasis on Songun 
during the KJI era continued for the first two years of the KJU regime.

Third, identifying North Korea as a tyrant regime brought huge repercus-
sions. North Korea often mentioned that President Bush’s “part of an axis of 
evil” rhetoric and Secretary Condoleezza Rice’s reference to North Korea as 
one of the world’s “outposts of tyranny” were little short of declarations of 
war.24 Branding North Korea as a “rogue” could mean “denial of recognition” 
of the North Korean regime as a negotiating partner, and Pyongyang warned 
that it would not engage in a dialogue unless the United States showed it 
due respect.25 Although the Obama administration does not openly make 
verbal attacks on North Korea, the freedom agenda endorsed by those 
who had significant influence on US policy continues to antagonize North 
Korea, worsening its negative identification. The policy to spread democracy 
in countries under authoritarian regimes was viewed by North Korea as a 
grave threat to the regime and feared as an act of interference and a threat 
of contamination.26

In addition, a complicated triangular relationship among the United 
States and two Koreas shaped an antagonistic structure in which check and 
balance, rather than cooperation based on shared interests, is dominant. On 
the one hand, North Korea is obsessed with fears of a concerted US-South 
Korea effort to promote its collapse.27 On the other hand, North Korea sees 
normalization of diplomatic relations with the United States as a critical 
component of keeping stability of its system. South Korea was in a position 
to consolidate its military alliance with the United States as the tension on 
the Korean Peninsula increased, but Seoul’s reaching out to Washington, 
not to Pyongyang, was viewed as an “act of betrayal” by North Korea.28
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Rally-Around-the-Flag Effect and Trade-Off in Decision Making 
It is more likely that when the regime is weak politically and tries to avoid 
blame for its mismanagement, it will seek ways to consolidate support by 
means of the rally-around effect. Confrontation with external foes helps 
North Korea reconfirm internal unity.29 North Korea’s nationalist response 
indicates that its leadership uses external threats to strengthen domestic 
support from the populace, places the blame for economic instability on 
the outsider, and directs resentment toward those who have imposed the 
sanctions.30 The first nuclear crisis broke out when Pyongyang was newly 
vulnerable, and North Korea held rallies among secretaries of party cells, 
for the first time since the founding day of the KWP in June 1949, in 
order to stress “their duties to give loyalty to the party and the leader.”31 
Demonstrating KJI’s ability to successfully handle the nuclear crisis was a 
crucial goal for the North Korea government, which had staged several big 
events—the fortieth anniversary of the end of the Korean War and eighty-
one-year-old KIS’s birthday. Before the UN Security Council took action 
by issuing a presidential statement in March 1994, North Korea stepped 
up exercises of offensive and defensive forces, mobilized its population by 
staging a mass rally, and held a conference of party cells.

In a similar fashion, KJU has the burden of demonstrating his ability to 
manage challenges. While the confrontation between North Korea and the 
international community over stopping missile and nuclear tests continued, 
North Koreans attended a rally where they declared to be ready to fire long-
range nuclear-armed missiles at the United States.32 North Korean army 
officers chanted slogans during a rally at Kim Il Sung Square to protest 
against toughened UN sanctions against North Korea, and similar events 
continued when North Korea announced the cancellation of the nonag-
gression pact and nuclear disarmament agreements with South Korea. In 
this way, North Korea’s leadership values “face saving” and took a defiant 
stance to avoid appearing weak to its people.

The KJU regime announced that 2012 would mark the watershed moment 
of transforming North Korea into a “strong and prosperous nation.” It has 
conducted symbolic actions to showcase its technological prowess by launch-
ing missiles and conducting a nuclear test. Since North Korea could not 
make a decisive improvement in economic sectors, it had to turn domestic 
attention to something grandiose: North Korea put a greater focus on 
research and development in technology and science by building houses 
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for scientists who were involved in missile and nuclear tests and holding 
ceremonial events to praise advancement in missile- and nuclear-related 
technology.33 North Korea’s dilemma is that the means of countering internal 
challenges is the cause of external challenges. Given that every important 
decision inevitably involves a trade-off, North Korea’s foreign policy deci-
sion making also involves evaluation of preferred options and alternatives.

Influence of Political Doctrine and Culture-of-Honor Norm. North 
Korea’s domestic ideology is one of the primary forces driving its actions. 
Because the legitimacy of the regime had been built on Juche ideology, North 
Korea exercised principles of its political ideology rather than internal-
izing the norms shared by the other members of the international system. 
Juche, known as “self-reliance,” means “autonomy” and indicates that North 
Korea determines the fate of the nation.34 KJI suggested impending tasks 
to infuse Juche spirit in every part of society. The suggestion was adopted 
as an official party line at the 6th KWP convention in 1980. He proposed 
three principles of North Korea’s policy—jaju (self-determination) in poli-
tics, jarip (self-sufficiency) in economy, and jawi (self-defense) in national 
defense—that have evolved from Juche ideology and share common features. 
Such principles have also directed North Korea’s behavior in its relationship 
with others. Like his father and his grandfather, KJU utilizes this Juche idea 
as a political doctrine to arouse nationalistic drive among North Koreans.

As a strategy to realize its self-determination, North Korea often mentions 
the central-link (jungshimgori) strategy, which refers to something that is the 
most important part of any problem and therefore becomes the key aspect 
that can resolve the whole complicated situation. It seems that North Korea 
views the nuclear weapons capability as a key opportunity to resolve both 
economic and political issues. By signing the Geneva Agreed Framework, 
North Korea intended to resolve multiple issues—ensuring energy supply, 
diplomatic recognition by the United States and elimination of threats to its 
regime.35 By withdrawing from the NPT, North Korea claimed to exercise 

“just and revolutionary measures to save the entire nation from the peril of 
war and protect dignity of the nation.”36 North Korea’s determination to 
pursue simultaneous development of its economy and nuclear weapons 
capability by declaring a new policy line of parallel economic construction 
and nuclear weapons development is another application of this strategy.
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Equality is a significant component of Juche ideology, and the principle 
of reciprocity is applied to its foreign relations.37 The North Korea nuclear 
issue was understood by the international community as a problem caused 
by Pyongyang. However, North Korea viewed the nuclear issue as an inter-
connected matter to be resolved by both sides. During the first nuclear crisis, 
North Korea asserted that the delay in nuclear negotiation originated from 
Washington’s ignorance of the principle of mutual respect and its lack of 
will to implement agreements simultaneously.38 During the second nuclear 
crisis, North Korea stressed a reciprocal relation in line with the principle of 
commitment for commitment and action for action, while the United States 
insisted on realizing denuclearization first and establishing a peace regime 
later. North Korea reasoned that its nuclear test was aimed at attracting 
international attention to consolidate its image as a nuclear weapons state 
and enhance its status as an equal partner of the nuclear talks.

North Korea has held on to the traditional concept of sovereign right 
as a principle of foreign policy. They perceive the concept of sovereignty 
in terms of noninterference rather than membership and reasonably good 
standing in the international community. The country’s leadership consid-
ers imposed demands to be an extraordinary infringement of its sovereign 
rights.39 For North Korea, defeating threats caused by the nuclear crisis can 
be understood as a means to ensure sovereignty, and overcoming the crisis 
in a creative fashion serves the goal of realizing self-determination. Warning 
that the United States would be responsible for all the measures taken by 
North Korea, Pyongyang rationalized a “struggle” against any attempt to 
threaten its sovereign right.40 All of these suggest that North Korea’s decision 
making stemming from culture-of-honor norms is part of its foreign policy.

Conclusion

This study tries to examine how North Korea’s unique political culture 
and ideology shapes North Korea’s identity and interests in order to better 
explain its interactions with the international community. It also explains 
the significance of understanding how the competitive environment guided 
North Korea’s noncooperative behavior and how a fixed negative image led 
to deepening of North Korea’s defiant actions. Traditionally, states joining 
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the international community are expected to internalize the norms shared by 
members within the system. However, in a controlled place like North Korea, 
domestically endorsed values are more likely to affect North Korea’s nuclear 
policy decision making.41 Isolation of North Korea from the international 
community and negative relations with other countries let leadership stress 
an exclusive concept of sovereignty. Because North Korea policy was formu-
lated as a response to external threats to the maintenance of Juche-oriented 
socialism, the more the crisis intensified, the more North Korea sought 
solutions in consolidating internal unity and pursuing guiding principles.42

Because a state’s perception of the others is of a historical construc-
tion, North Korea’s unexpected signals of “forming an atmosphere for 
the improvement of North-South relations” in the form of KJU’s annual 
New Year’s Day speech43 and subsequent peace offensive do not seem to 
be convincing the international community. Washington and Seoul unite 
in demanding that North Korea take concrete actions, not merely show 
the direction of its policy. It is important to understand that North Korea 
has shifted between revisionist and status-quo power. Since North Korea 
faces the challenges of uniting the people, generating rents sought by the 
elites, and lifting obstacles to earn hard currency, reconciliatory measures 
could be highly valued in the minds of the new leadership in the North. 
Nonetheless, the peace offensive can also be understood within the context 
of a grand scheme—to safeguard Juche socialism. Hence, it remains to be 
seen whether the recent peaceful gestures can be fully materialized.
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chapter 2

North Korea’s Nuclear 
Development, the  
Non-Proliferation Treaty 
Regime, and Regional Security
Shinichi OGAWA

Almost immediately after its conclusion of a comprehensive safeguards 
agreement with the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) defiantly began challeng-
ing the IAEA authority and has kept an illicit nuclear weapons program 
despite mounting pressure from the international community. This chapter 
first describes responses taken by the IAEA and the UN Security Council 
(UNSC) vis-à-vis North Korea and suggests a couple of lessons obtained 
from experiences dealing with the North’s weapons program. The latter half 
of this study explores whether there is still a prospect for denuclearizing 
North Korea. Finally this essay analyzes the potential strategic impact 
North Korea’s nuclear weapons have on the regional security. The central 
argument of this chapter is that nuclear nonproliferation is not attainable 
simply through the existing nonproliferation measures and procedures; 
it requires a degree of conformity in strategic interests among the states 
concerned and political cooperation among them.
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Impact of North Korea’s Behavior on the 
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) 

Noncompliance with the IAEA Safeguards
North Korea’s attempt to extract weapons-grade plutonium and develop 
nuclear weapons, stretching over two decades, has undermined the credibility 
and reliability of the NPT-IAEA regime and the UNSC. North Korea 
successfully frustrated the IAEA’s verification efforts and evaded the IAEA 
safeguards. After the DPRK submitted its initial report to the IAEA in 
May 1992 under the IAEA-DPRK safeguards agreement, ad hoc inspec-
tions by IAEA to verify Pyongyang’s statement began. Shortly thereafter 
inconsistencies emerged between the North’s initial declaration and the 
agency’s findings. The mismatch suggested that there existed undeclared 
plutonium in North Korea. In February 1993 the IAEA Director General 
invoked the “special inspection” procedure and requested the North to 
accept that inspection to clarify the inconsistency.1 The DPRK refused the 
request. In April 1993 the IAEA Board of Governors concluded that the 
DPRK was in noncompliance with the IAEA-DPRK safeguards agreement 
and referred this noncompliance to the UNSC. In May 1993 the Security 
Council adopted Resolution 825 calling upon the DPRK to comply with 
its safeguards agreement,2 but it was to no avail. The special inspection did 
not take place. 

Theoretically, under the NPT, a state-party to the treaty can develop 
sensitive nuclear technologies (e.g., technologies for uranium enrichment 
and reprocessing of spent nuclear fuel) in a way that does not infringe the 
letter of the NPT, and then withdraw from the NPT to acquire weapons-
grade nuclear materials and weaponize them as a non-party. Though this 
loophole is one important weakness of the NPT, North Korea did not 
exploit this shortcoming. What North Korea did was to repeatedly defy the 
IAEA authority and to violate the IAEA-DPRK comprehensive safeguards 
agreement. The failure of the IAEA and the UNSC to make Pyongyang 
compliant with nonproliferation obligations has generated a serious cred-
ibility and reliability problem for the NPT-IAEA regime. 
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North Korea’s Withdrawal from the NPT 
and Pursuit of Nuclear Weapons
Another challenge North Korea has posed to the reliability of the NPT is 
its trouble-free withdrawal from the NPT. On 12 March 1993 North Korea, 
rejecting IAEA’s request for a special inspection, announced its decision to 
withdraw from the NPT. The DPRK is the first state-party to announced 
departure from the treaty,3 though it later put the withdrawal on hold.4 

Like many other international treaties, the NPT contains a withdrawal 
clause, which stipulates that any state-party to the treaty has the right to 
withdraw if it decides that “extraordinary events, related to the subject matter 
of this Treaty, have jeopardized the supreme interests of its country.”5 The 
clause requires the withdrawing state to “give notice of such withdrawal” not 
only to all other parties to the NPT but also to the UNSC three months 
in advance with a statement of its reasons for withdrawal. This provision 
is intended to give the Security Council an opportunity to deal with any 
withdrawal that may bring about a threat to international peace and security. 

In May 1993, two months after North Korea’s declaration of withdrawal 
from the NPT, the UNSC adopted Resolution 825, calling upon the DPRK 
to “reconsider the announcement” of withdrawal and to “reaffirm its com-
mitment to the Treaty.”6 But the resolution did not make reference to any 
sanctions if North Korea failed to comply with the Security Council nor 
decided whether Pyongyang should be permitted to withdraw from the NPT.

On 10 January 2003 the NPT-noncompliant DPRK announced an 
immediate withdrawal from the NPT by revoking the June 1993 “suspen-
sion” on the effectuation of its withdrawal from the NPT.7 However, no 
agreed statement on the matter was issued by the UNSC. The UNSC simply 
expressed its “concern” over the situation in North Korea and said it would 
keep following developments there.8 The UNSC’s inaction allowed North 
Korea to continue with its nuclear weapons program, and on 10 February 
2005 North Korea announced the possession of nuclear weapons. It was 
not until October 2006 that the Security Council responded with penalties 
to Pyongyang’s withdrawal from the NPT and its illicit nuclear weapons 
program by adopting Resolution 1718,9 enacting a variety of multilateral 
nonmilitary sanctions. Resolution 1718 was largely motivated by Pyong-
yang’s first nuclear test conducted on 9 October 2006. Nonetheless, as North 
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Korea’s behavior thereafter shows, neither the Security Council’s sanctions 
mandated by Resolution 1718, nor the additional Resolutions 1874 ( June 
2009) and 2087 ( January 2013) were successful in compelling Pyongyang 
to give up its nuclear weapons and return to the NPT. 

One important reason for the insufficient level of the UNSC sanctions 
can be found in China’s half-hearted support for the punishments against 
Pyongyang. For geopolitical reasons North Korea’s only ally China consis-
tently prioritized North Korea’s political stability—in practical terms, the 
survival of the regime—over its denuclearization. Therefore, before UNSC 
Resolution 2094 (March 2013), China tried to dilute and soften the contents 
of UN sanctions, sometimes hinting it might employ its veto power, for fear 
that severe economic and other nonmilitary punishments might destabilize 
North Korea. Considering that the UNSC already declared in January 
1992 that the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) is a 
threat to international peace and security,10 China should have been more 
in line with the other Security Council members in punishing the DPRK’s 
violations of the NPT system and its illicit nuclear weapons development.

Owing to the lack of effective countermeasures against Pyongyang’s non-
compliance with the IAEA-DPRK safeguards agreement and withdrawal 
from the NPT, North Korea succeeded in fabricating primitive nuclear 
explosive devices and has been able to work toward smaller and lighter 
nuclear warheads that can be mated with its ballistic missiles.11 The case of 
the DPRK reveals vividly the deficiencies and weakness of the NPT-IAEA 
regime and also the UNSC, which often suffers from divisive geopolitical 
interests among the permanent members. Pyongyang’s actions may have 
set a precedent that will further erode the current nuclear nonproliferation 
regime. Other NPT non-nuclear states in similar situations may calculate 
that, as Pyongyang has done, they can endure the political and economic 
costs incurred by their own potential pursuit of nuclear weapons. 

Fueling Nuclear Proliferation
Pyongyang’s nuclear weapons program has provided cash-hungry North 
Korea with chances to earn hard currency by exporting nuclear materials 
and technologies for producing weapons-grade nuclear materials, thereby 
fostering nuclear proliferation worldwide. It is reported that North Korea 
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supplied in 2000 about 1.7 tons of uranium hexafluoride to Libya.12 Simi-
larly, the DPRK allegedly assisted Syria’s covert nuclear reactor program.13 
Pyongyang’s record of transferring nuclear materials and technology to 
nuclear aspirants constitutes a direct threat to the NPT regime.

Dealing with the Weakness  
of the NPT-IAEA Regime 

Along with Iraq’s covert attempt to acquire weapons-grade fissile materials, 
North Korea’s refusal to accept IAEA’s special inspection clearly illustrated 
the limits of the IAEA’s comprehensive safeguards activities. In order to deal 
with this problem, the IAEA in 1997 formulated an Additional Protocol to 
a comprehensive safeguards agreement. This Additional Protocol has enabled 
the IAEA to obtain supplementary information about nuclear activities 
of non-nuclear weapon states (NNWSs) and to get access to undeclared 
nuclear materials and nuclear-related sites located in those states. 

However, the IAEA cannot compel non-nuclear parties to the NPT to 
accede to the Protocol. For a measure to mitigate this problem, in June 2011 
the Nuclear Suppliers Group revised their guidelines for exports of sensitive 
enrichment and reprocessing items and technologies and has mandated that 
the member states should require the conclusion and implementation not 
only of a comprehensive safeguards agreement but also of an Additional 
Protocol with the IAEA as a condition for new supply arrangements with 
NNWSs.14 The amendment is expected to promote NNWSs to agree to 
an Additional Protocol when they plan to accelerate their civilian nuclear 
developments. Yet, NNWSs that do not abandon the nuclear weapon option 
would not accede to the IAEA Additional Protocol. Technology is destined 
to diffuse, and a determined proliferator like North Korea would attempt 
to acquire enrichment and reprocessing items and technologies through 
any means available.

Another noteworthy approach to preventing NNWSs from acquiring 
weapons-grade nuclear materials is the multilateral nuclear approach (MNA), 
which involves applying multinational alternatives to the national opera-
tion of uranium-enrichment and plutonium-separation technologies and 
to the disposal of spent nuclear fuel. This approach had been discussed in 
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the Cold War days and was revisited by IAEA Director General Mohamed 
ElBaradei in 2003. Nonetheless, MNAs have failed so far to materialize 
outside Europe due to different political and economic perceptions among 
NNWSs in the other regions.

It is often argued that the success of the nuclear nonproliferation regime 
depends not merely upon supply-side approaches such as strengthening 
IAEA’s verification capability and export controls, but also upon demand-
side approaches, typical of which are negative and positive security assurances 
to NNWSs.15 The NPT-permitted nuclear weapon states (NWSs) have long 
declared conditional (the United States, the United Kingdom, France, and 
Russia) or unconditional (China) negative security assurances, and non-
nuclear Non-Aligned Movement states have persistently requested that 
negative assurances be put in a stronger and legally binding form. Yet, it is 
dubious that legally binding negative security assurances are more credible 
and reliable than the current political assurances, in view of the fact that 
assurances are by nature unverifiable. The doubt has been reinforced by 
Russia’s seizure of Crimea from Ukraine in March 2014 in violation of the 
Budapest Memorandum of December 1994.16 Extended nuclear deterrence 
(nuclear umbrella) provided by a NWS is one type of positive security assur-
ance and generally is considered to be more effective than negative security 
assurances,17 but the scope of such undertaking cannot be worldwide. In 
addition, relying too much on nuclear deterrence in itself is not compatible 
with nuclear nonproliferation norms. Moreover, security assurances cannot 
address all motivations for going nuclear; security assurances do not work 
for NNWSs that attempt to acquire nuclear weapons for regional hegemony 
or national prestige.

On the other hand, timely and credible responses to noncompliances and 
effective enforcement mechanisms to remedy them are no less helpful for 
strengthening the NPT-IAEA regime than the supply-side and demand-
side approaches. Indeed, in deterring state-parties from abetting proliferation 
and preventing an NPT-noncompliant state from withdrawing from the 
NPT, a strong likelihood of severe nonmilitary sanctions and, if necessary, 
military actions through the UNSC is indispensable. The UNSC up to now 
has not always functioned as expected. In the case of North Korea, China, as 
already mentioned, has steadfastly opposed the adoption of harsh sanctions 
against North Korea for geopolitical reasons. China’s lukewarm attitude 
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toward North Korea’s nuclear problem has resulted in the greatest difficulty 
in deterring Pyongyang from violating its nonproliferation obligations and 
from ignoring legally binding Security Council resolutions.

In order to mitigate this type of problem, Pierre Goldschmidt has pro-
posed that the UNSC adopt a generic, non-state-specific resolution dealing 
preventively with cases of both noncompliance and NPT withdrawal. In 
a case of noncompliance, the generic resolution provides that the UNSC 
would automatically adopt a specific resolution under Chapter VII of the 
UN Charter requiring the noncompliant state to grant the IAEA expanded 
access rights beyond what is granted under a comprehensive safeguards 
agreement and an Additional Protocol. In dealing with the withdrawal from 
the NPT by a noncompliant state-party, the UNSC, under Chapter VII 
of the UN Charter, adopts another preventive and legally binding resolu-
tion to the effect that withdrawal notice by an NPT-noncompliant state 
constitutes a threat to international peace and security, with all the punitive 
consequences that may follow.18 As Goldschmidt argues, an advance agree-
ment by the Security Council on a set of standard responses to be applied 
evenhandedly to any noncompliant state, regardless of its relations with a 
permanent member of the Security Council, would significantly enhance 
the credibility of the nonproliferation regime. The UNSC Resolution 1540 
of April 2004 that intends to cope with proliferation of WMD to non-state 
actors is one example of such a legally binding, preventive, and generic 
UNSC resolution under Chapter VII of the UN Charter. The UN member 
states have to urge the members of the UNSC, the permanent five in par-
ticular, to come together and attain political will to adopt such a resolution 
in order to strengthen the nuclear nonproliferation regime.

Coordinated Actions for Rolling Back 
Pyongyang ’s Nuclear Program? 

North Korea has long extracted weapons-grade plutonium and is now 
making efforts to weaponize its nuclear explosive devices.19 Any measures 
taken in the future to strengthen the NPT-IAEA regime are no longer 
helpful for denuclearizing North Korea. What policy options are left for the 



27

international community, in particular for the five states (the United States, 
South Korea, China, Russia, and Japan) of the Six-Party Talks? 

Some may argue for launching a surgical air strike against Pyongyang’s 
nuclear facilities,20 as Israel did vis-à-vis Iraq in June 1981 and Syria in 
September 2007. However, there is almost no prospect for a military solu-
tion to the North’s nuclear development. Bombing North Korea’s nuclear 
facilities, which already house nuclear and radioactive materials, would 
most likely cause environmental hazards that would hurt innocent North 
Korean people. In addition, given the paranoid and impetuous nature of 
North Korea’s leadership, any military strike on the DPRK is likely to 
invite Pyongyang’s counterattack on Seoul, resulting in devastation of the 
city. For this reason South Korea has never supported and will not support 
such military action. On top of that, the feasibility of a military solution 
would diminish over time, since North Korea is advancing toward attain-
ing a nuclear-armed missile capability. Moreover, a military solution such 
as an air strike would not be an ultimate solution; it can at best only delay 
the acquisition of nuclear weapons by a determined proliferator, as shown 
by Saddam Hussein’s resumption of his clandestine nuclear development 
after the Israeli air strike against Iraq’s nuclear reactor.

On the other hand, there is a view that the United States and other 
members of the international community should find ways to live with a 
nuclear-armed North Korea. The argument is based both on past experiences 
that include the failure of several rounds of sanctions to compel the DPRK 
to relinquish its nuclear weapons and also on the fear that the current North 
Korea policies of Seoul and Washington risk creating a scenario in which a 
nuclear-armed North Korea, convinced that its adversaries are determined to 
destroy it, may launch a desperate, live-or-die counterblow in a dire crisis.21 
However, recognizing North Korea, an NPT-noncompliant and the only 
state that has withdrawn from it, as a nuclear-armed state is a nightmare 
for the NPT-IAEA regime since such a concession seriously erodes the 
credibility and reliability of the regime. Thus it is better to examine once 
again if there remains any room for persuading Pyongyang to give up its 
nuclear weapons. 

Analyzing North Korea’s motivation for developing nuclear weapons 
can guide us. First, the North’s leadership appears to believe that nuclear 
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weapons serve as an effective deterrent against US and South Korea’s mili-
tary intervention and as a means for preventing foreign domination and 
interference. The North Korean elite may believe that Saddam Hussein 
might still be living in his palace today had he successfully developed nuclear 
weapons. Second, by having nuclear weapons, North Korea can grab the 
attention of the international community and extort economic assistance 
from its neighboring states and the United States. Nuclear blackmail is an 
effective way for Pyongyang to maintain its failing economy. Third, North 
Korea may well believe that nuclear weapons serve as an important tool 
to consolidate support within its military. Such thinking may have been 
fostered by poor economic conditions and difficulties caused by UN sanc-
tions in acquiring advanced conventional weapons from foreign countries. 
Fourth, the North Korean regime needs the prestige of nuclear weapons 
status to balance against rival South Korea’s enormous economic successes. 
All of these purported motives, apart from the third one, are susceptible to 
engagement and actions by other states.

In order to persuade Pyongyang to give up nuclear weapons, whether 
through sticks, carrots, or any other means, more extensive collaboration and 
greater policy consistency among the five countries of the Six-Party Talks 
are absolutely essential. In the past the absence of a united front and policy 
consistency among the five partner countries often created an environment 
of indecisiveness, allowing the North Korean regime to effectively exploit 
policy differences among the five countries. While the US administration 
under George W. Bush was listing North Korea as one of the “axis of evil” 
states, South Korea’s Kim Dae Jung and Roh Moo Hyun governments 
were providing Pyongyang with helping hands through the “Sunshine 
Policy.” While the United States, South Korea, Russia, and Japan were 
implementing economic and trade sanctions mandated by UNSC resolu-
tions, North Korea’s only ally China was supportive of North Korea and 
provided much-needed economic assistance, despite Pyongyang’s failure to 
comply with UNSC resolutions calling for it to dismantle its nuclear and 
ballistic missile programs. It is even reported that China’s trade with North 
Korea increased in the aftermath of UN sanctions against North Korea.22

Glyn Davies, the US special representative for North Korea policy, said 
in June 2013 that Washington had not tried a “concerted multilateral effort” 
that should have sent “common signals” to Pyongyang from the United States, 



29

South Korea, China, Russia, and Japan. He declared that the United States 
has now put higher priority on efforts to coordinate with partner countries 
so that they speak with “one voice” before negotiating with Pyongyang on 
denuclearization.23 When sticks and sanctions against the North are deemed 
necessary, as it stands today, it is indispensable for the United States, South 
Korea, Russia, and Japan to encourage China to pursue a more concerted 
North Korea policy.

The US policy adjustment appeared to be facilitated by China’s unprec-
edented tough stance toward Pyongyang after its third nuclear test conducted 
in February 2013. Immediately after the test, China’s then–Foreign Min-
ister Yang Jiechi summoned the North Korean ambassador in Beijing and 
protested sternly, saying China was “strongly dissatisfied and resolutely 
opposed” to the test, and urged North Korea to “stop any rhetoric or acts 
that could worsen situations and return to the right course of dialogue and 
consultation as soon as possible.”24 In condemning Pyongyang’s nuclear 
testing, China voted in favor of UNSC Resolution 2094, which tightened 
financial sanctions by making mandatory some of the existing measures. 
In addition Beijing agreed, in a departure from the previous sanctions, to 
make obligatory the interdiction and inspection of all suspicious ships and 
cargo en route to or from North Korea.

Indeed, North Korea’s continued nuclear and ballistic missile develop-
ments and provocative actions jeopardize China’s national security interests. 
First, China arguably does not want to see neighboring North Korea, a coun-
try difficult to rein in and unstable by nature, armed with nuclear-capable 
ballistic missiles. Second, North Korea’s attempt to acquire nuclear-armed 
long-range missiles has stimulated the United States to upgrade its home-
land ballistic missile defense capability, which can damage China’s strategic 
deterrent vis-à-vis the United States. The Obama administration decided 
to augment its missile-interceptors for homeland defense from thirty to 
forty-four25 after Pyongyang’s launch of a long-range rocket in December 
2012. Third, North Korea’s nuclear and ballistic missile developments and 
provocative actions contribute to the strengthening of the US alliance system 
in Northeast Asia that Beijing considers a tool of encirclement of China.

Having said that, it is still not clear whether China is ready to impose 
heavy and harsh sanctions that may risk inviting the downfall of the North 
Korean regime. China cannot afford to risk disorder and chaos in North 
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Korea. This would not only be likely to generate destabilizing effects on the 
China-DPRK border but also would cause a serious confrontation with the 
United States and South Korea over the political settlement of a post-Kim 
North Korea. More importantly, strategic and political trends in East Asia 
decrease the likelihood that Beijing will dramatically alter its North Korea 
policy. The Chinese leadership appears to consider ongoing US rebalancing 
toward Asia as a policy of containing China. Furthermore, China has incited 
an intractable territorial issue with Japan.26 These fundamental Chinese 
security issues will not evaporate even if North Korea is denuclearized or 
its regime is ended.27 Thus China’s North Korea policy will be a measured 
one, as it has been, balancing delicately between assisting North Korea’s 
survival by maintaining a certain level of economic and trade interactions 
with the protégé regime while at the same time trying to curb Pyongyang’s 
nuclear ambitions. In short, there is little chance for the United States, 
South Korea, and Japan to see China’s North Korea policy change into a 
more coordinated one and to expect denuclearization of North Korea in 
the foreseeable future. 

Regional Strategic Impact  
of a Nuclear North Korea

At present, North Korea does not seem to have a lighter and smaller bomb 
design that it can confidently mount on a missile.28 Yet, sooner or later 
Pyongyang will be able to acquire such design either through foreign assis-
tance or its own technological development. According to the 2010 “Ballistic 
Missile Defense Review,” the US government estimates that short of a 
drastic change in DPRK security strategy, North Korea “will be able to mate 
a nuclear warhead to a proven delivery system” within the next decade.29

However, even if the North attains a capability of equipping its ballistic 
missiles with nuclear warheads, the likelihood of North Korea launching a 
nuclear first strike against South Korea, Japan, or the United States is very 
low. This is simply because Pyongyang’s use of nuclear weapons against 
these countries is very likely to invite military retaliation that would ensure 
the destruction or collapse of North Korean regime—and regime survival 
is Pyongyang’s most important reason for building nuclear weapons. Thus, 
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unless the neighboring states drive the North into a corner and put it on 
the verge of collapse, the North would not dare to use nuclear weapons first.

Nevertheless, a nuclear-armed North Korea may increase the risk of a 
skirmish that, in the worst case, might inadvertently escalate into a large-
scale conventional war. Pyongyang may believe that its nuclear arsenal gives 
it more freedom to conduct limited military provocations, such as the 2010 
sinking of a South Korean naval ship or the Yeonpyeong Island shelling, 
without reprisal. In order to respond to such provocations, however, South 
Korea is reported to be planning to launch “preventive attacks” if the North 
is preparing for another limited strike.30 Such a military response by Seoul 
may lead to a rapid escalation of hostilities. Should a large-scale military 
clash occur on the Peninsula and the North believes its regime is on the 
brink of collapse, Pyongyang is likely to use its surviving nuclear-armed 
missiles, since at that stage there would be nothing left for the leadership 
to lose. In such a dire situation, deterrence would break down. 

To keep North Korea from resorting to the use of nuclear weapons during 
a conventional war, the United States and South Korea do not have any 
effective countermeasures except for, at an early stage of military escala-
tion, launching preemptive counterforce strikes against the North’s missiles, 
missile sites, and long-range artillery pieces targeting Seoul. It is doubtful, 
however, whether such a counterforce attack would be successful, since it is 
not easy to destroy mobile missiles, and most of the North’s ballistic missiles 
are on mobile launchers.31 In short, military provocation and miscalcula-
tion by a nuclear-armed North Korea would lead to its demise and, in the 
worst case, might bring about a nuclear disaster on South Korea and Japan.

There are some concerns that North Korea’s nuclear activities would 
drive South Korea or Japan to reconsider their non-nuclear status.32 The 
two countries have civilian nuclear power programs and technical expertise 
that can be oriented toward nuclear weapons development. Yet it is unlikely 
that Pyongyang’s nuclear weapons per se would hasten the nuclearization of 
the two countries. So long as the US extended nuclear deterrence covering 
South Korea and Japan is considered reasonably credible, both South Korea 
and Japan see no need to pursue their own nuclear weapons capabilities. On 
the military side, the credibility of the US nuclear umbrella is buttressed 
by overwhelming US nuclear capabilities, powerful and second-to-none 
counterforce capability in particular. On the political side, the US–South 
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Korea and US-Japan alliances are intact today, and no significant event 
has occurred that might lead a third party to conclude that the two alli-
ances are on the verge of breakdown. Thus it is unrealistic and wrong to 
assume that South Korea or Japan no longer has faith in the US nuclear 
umbrella vis-à-vis North Korea. Furthermore, South Korean or Japanese 
nuclear capability would add little to deter a DPRK nuclear attack. It is 
true that there are several possible scenarios in which US nuclear forces 
could not deter a North Korea nuclear use against South Korea or Japan: 
an unauthorized nuclear launch, an irrational decision by the leadership to 
employ nuclear weapons, or a final act of desperation by a regime about to 
collapse. These scenarios of nuclear weapons usage by Pyongyang could not 
be deterred by any means, including not only US, but also South Korean 
or Japanese nuclear weapons.

Moreover, nuclear acquisition by South Korea or Japan would fuel North 
Korea’s nuclear development, making any future nonproliferation accord 
with Pyongyang much harder to reach. In addition, Japanese nucleariza-
tion would further aggravate Japan’s relations with South Korea and China, 
which have not forgotten Japanese aggression before and during World War 
II. In short, loss of confidence in US nuclear guarantees, not Pyongyang’s 
nuclear weapons development, might prove to be the crucial tipping point 
convincing South Korea’s and Japan’s defense planners to go nuclear.

Conclusion

North Korea will continue to survive UN sanctions and international pres-
sure and keep on developing nuclear weapon capabilities. What policy 
options remain for the international community to deal with this intrac-
table problem? As already mentioned, unless it is cornered a nuclear-armed 
Pyongyang will not dare to use its nuclear weapons first, though it may be 
more prone to make minor provocations that might involve conventional 
weapons. Thus the international community has time to launch the follow-
ing policy mix, which may take a long time to bear fruit. 

First, the international community should make Pyongyang’s nuclear 
development a long and costly process. Given the remaining technical 
challenges facing Pyongyang such as fabricating small and lighter nuclear 
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warheads and reliable re-entry vehicles, attaining a militarily significant 
nuclear weapons capability will demand time, expertise, and a great deal of 
resources. The international community should work as much as possible 
to limit Pyongyang’s access to crucial materials and technology. 

Second and in parallel with the aforementioned, the United States, South 
Korea, China, Russia, and Japan should engage North Korean citizens 
patiently and launch various measures that can help the North Korean people 
access outside information so as to encourage internal change in North 
Korea’s society. Deepening engagement is a promising way to facilitate a 
gradual and positive change in North Korea. The North Korean people have 
long suffered from a brutal tyranny imposed by the Kim family. If history 
is any guide, dictators eventually fall from power, driven out by their own 
people who discover the reality of the outside world or are no longer able 
to endure their suffering. 

Third, China must be convinced that denuclearizing North Korea and 
transforming it into a normal state is as much conducive to its security as 
maintaining the status quo and the stability of North Korea. China should 
consider the defiant, impetuous, and nuclear-armed North Korea as a secu-
rity problem not only for the other regional states, but also for itself. For 
China, today’s North Korea is a liability rather than a strategic asset. The 
long-claimed geopolitical value of North Korea as a buffer state for China 
is diminishing in the current age of air power. And what is worse, North 
Korea may draw China into a regional conflict that China does not want to 
get involved in. If China continues to be unable to rein in its protégé, doubts 
would rise in the international community about whether China, which is 
set to establish a great-power relationship with the United States in Asia 
and the Pacific, really can act like a responsible regional leader.
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chapter 3

Humanitarian Implications 
of the North Korea Problem
Utpal VYAS

The implications of the continuing humanitarian crisis in North Korea are 
profound for states in the East Asia region.1 The suffering of the people of 
North Korea should induce consideration on moral grounds alone, but apart 
from this there are also more direct strategic and long-term international 
political issues that affect all regional states, and need to be considered 
seriously.

According to recent UN estimates, out of a population of 25 million 
people, 16 million North Korean people’s basic food security needs are not 
being met, and 2.8 million people require food aid on a regular basis in 
order to survive.2 Despite aid being provided by the international commu-
nity through the UN’s World Food Program (WFP) and through NGOs, 
food crises recur on a regular basis. Among children under the age of five, 
27.9 percent suffer from chronic malnutrition while 29 percent suffer from 
anemia. Meanwhile, the basic medical and educational infrastructure that 
might help alleviate problems is steadily deteriorating.

The primary causes of these problems include poor governance, a state 
ideology that prevents significant trade and communication with the outside 
world, and international sanctions linked to North Korea’s nuclear weapons 
development. While other states in the region can do little in the face of the 
North Korea regime’s continued hostile attitude and domestic repression, 
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attitudes toward humanitarianism in the region and the strategic implica-
tions of various options for humanitarian aid are important questions, which 
in the long term may have a positive or negative impact on the lives of North 
Korean people and their future relations with other citizens of East Asia.

This chapter considers regional attitudes to humanitarianism in gen-
eral, then the regional response to humanitarian disaster in North Korea, 
including the question of regional attitudes to the emerging “responsibility 
to protect” (R2P) international doctrine. It will also consider the strategic 
implications of continued humanitarian crises and how they affect relations 
in the region. It will argue that international humanitarianism as a concept 
is not well developed in the region, while in addition regional attitudes to 
humanitarian crises in North Korea are hardening.

Humanitarian Principles

Humanitarianism is an idea with roots in liberalism and human rights think-
ing, based on the idea that all people have an equal right to life. Although 
humanitarianism is usually ascribed to Western philosophical and religious 
traditions,3 international humanitarianism is implied in the UN Charter, as 
well as various international conventions allowing for aid and relief in conflict 
situations. The UN General Assembly in 1991 stipulated that humanitarian 
relief should be provided impartially, neutrally, and with humanity, and in 
2004 added the principle that relief should be separated from any political 
or economic objectives of interested parties.4

Humanitarianism as a secular principle and general norm in international 
politics has been developing through the twentieth century, along with 
norms of human rights and international law, and the growth of modern 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). In particular since the end of the 
Cold War, there has been growth in humanitarian aid and intervention.5 In 
more recent years the doctrine of a state’s “responsibility to protect” (R2P) 
has been espoused by some NGOs and governments based on humanitarian 
ideas. R2P will be discussed further in a later section. Firstly, it is necessary 
to ask how humanitarianism as a principle is regarded in the East Asian 
region. Is it based solely on Western notions of human rights, or is it a 
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principle that might be applied by governments and organizations in East 
Asia, in particular with regard to events in North Korea?

Humanitarianism in East Asia

Humanitarianism implies a universal principle of protection of human rights 
regardless of national borders or citizenship. While democratization has 
proceeded in various parts of East Asia, the development of nation states 
and nationalism is still a very pressing concern for most governments in 
the region. Independence from colonial powers is still fresh in the collective 
memories of many peoples, and there are numerous cases where national 
borders and sovereignty are still contested by states, as well as by non-state 
actors and ethnic groups pushing for autonomy or independence. Hence it 
must be said that in general in East Asia, national sovereignty is emphasized 
more than any rights to interfere in neighboring countries’ affairs. This has 
been clear from the ways in which ASEAN (the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations) countries have proceeded with regional integration while 
tiptoeing around issues of sovereignty pooling,6 as well as from numerous 
statements on intervention from officials from China and other East Asian 
states.

In connection with this, “developmental states”7 in the region are focused 
on national economic development, which seems to preclude significant 
economic aid to other countries. To the extent that international transac-
tions can promote national development, trade and investment is prioritized 
over international aid; this can be seen in the generally small amounts of 
humanitarian aid provided by governments in the region,8 especially when 
compared with other financial and trade flows.

Developmental states in the region also tend to have strong, authoritarian 
central governments that can carry out industrial policies and development 
strategies. These kinds of regimes are also traditionally hostile to alternative 
centers of political power; therefore NGOs are not generally encouraged to 
develop to a large scale. However, democratization is proceeding in some 
East Asian countries, and NGO groups have also been developing along 
with the relaxation of central political control.9 In particular in Japan,10 but 
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also in South Korea, Taiwan, Indonesia, and other countries, NGOs are 
slowly gaining strength. Illustrative of this is the response to the devastating 
Typhoon Haiyan that hit the Philippines in 2013. The largest state dona-
tions came from Western and Middle Eastern countries, with the only large 
aid package from an Asian nation coming from Japan. There is evidence, 
however, that many donations came from individuals, private organizations, 
and NGOs based in East Asia,11 which demonstrates to some extent the 
spread of international humanitarian ideas in civil society in the region. 
Nevertheless, in relation to the state-provided humanitarian aid of Japan 
and other countries, private humanitarian aid in East Asia is disorganized 
and relatively small in scale.

Humanitarian Responses to Crisis in North Korea

Attitudes to humanitarian crises in North Korea have been hardening, in the 
East Asia region as well as further abroad.12 This may be partly due to the 
underlying attitudes toward humanitarianism described earlier; however it 
is also likely to be due to the continuing provocative actions and uncoopera-
tive behavior exhibited by the North Korea regime that have deterred other 
countries from providing any assistance. Pyongyang admitted to a uranium 
enrichment program in 2002, and in 2006 conducted its first nuclear test 
to wide international disquiet. Despite the continuation of the Six-Party 
Talks (6PT) forum set up to deal with North Korea’s nuclear issues, a second 
nuclear test along with long-range missile tests were conducted by the regime 
in 2009; in both cases, food aid as well as other technical assistance were 
reduced sharply or stopped. Furthermore, according to its own ideological 
priorities, the regime at various times increases restrictions on the ability 
of foreign workers and NGOs to operate inside the country.13 Finally, poor 
infrastructure and governance issues (corruption and political interference) 
lead to difficulties in actually ensuring food aid reaches those who need it.

Haggard et al. show the change in food import requirements and the 
amount of food actually made available in North Korea.14 After the devas-
tating 1995 famine throughout the country, a combination of international 
aid and improved domestic production reduced the difference between the 
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population’s food requirements and the amount of food available, until in 
1999 the total demand for food was being met by domestic production, food 
aid, and imports. Since that time, due to a combination of mismanagement 
and reduction in food aid by the United States and South Korea in particular, 
the situation has been growing steadily worse again for North Korean people.

The UN estimated that in 2013 only 34.4 percent of the necessary food 
assistance had been received through the World Food Program. Further-
more, the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (UNFAO) 
estimated that only 5.4 percent of required funds had been obtained, while 
UNICEF estimated that only 7.4 percent of funding requirements had been 
met. In absolute terms, food aid in 2011 sank to almost zero.15

Haggard et al. suggest that there has been less food aid due to a relative 
improvement in food production in some years, or at least a perception 
among donors that this is the case.16 There is also the increasing impres-
sion among food aid providers that food aid is not getting to the people 
who actually need it. Due to this, donors such as the United States have 
been providing a greater proportion of their aid through NGOs rather 
than through the North Korea regime, which cannot guarantee delivery. 
The United States decided to resume food aid to North Korea in 2008 in 
response to warnings of crisis from the UN, and following negotiations 
with North Korea at the Six-Party Talks; however in 2009 Pyongyang 
decided to refuse further aid and US NGO workers were told to leave the 
country. North Korea had reportedly disagreed with Washington on the 
number of foreign workers and Korean speakers allowed into the country,17 
and furthermore there were reports that the North Korea United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) offices were accused of mismanagement 
of funds and food aid.18

The perception among citizens of food aid donor countries also contrib-
utes to government policies. For example in Japan, where there is ample 
coverage of North Korea’s nuclear and missile programs in the media, as 
well as the issue of abduction of Japanese citizens by the North Korea 
regime in the 1970s, opinion surveys indicate there is almost no awareness 
of humanitarian issues.19 In China, North Korea’s main source of aid and 
trade, the mainstream media characterize China–North Korea relations as 
being at their worst in years,20 and China’s government has begun to move 
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against North Korea’s financial operations in China.21 Hence, there does 
not appear to be any public pressure to strengthen humanitarian assistance 
to North Korea in neighboring states; the opposite is more likely.

Non-state Actors

There is some evidence that the lack of progress on state-to-state aid, and 
the issues of mismanagement of funds, has led to governments supporting 
local NGOs’ humanitarian activities. For example the European Union 
requires NGOs to have local offices (residence) if they are to receive funds, 
and this has led to several NGOs having a permanent presence in North 
Korea. US, South Korean, and Japanese NGOs tend to be nonresident 
with offices in South Korea or elsewhere, working through other contacts 
in North Korea, or among North Korean refugee communities in China 
and South Korea. South Korean NGO activities in North Korea have been 
restricted since 2007, after the election of the Grand National Party to the 
South Korean government.22 The relative opening up of North Korea to 
foreign NGOs since the 1995 famine does seem to have contributed to the 
flow of information about the outside world into North Korea, as well as 
helping outsiders understand more about the North Korean population.23

However, if NGOs are not able to operate in the country, they are not able 
to perform their primary tasks, which are, in most cases at least, humanitarian. 
If the North Korea regime suspects even slightly that NGOs have political 
and ideological motives, it is unlikely to allow them to operate. Hence, it is 
arguable that humanitarian NGOs should emphasize their non-state nature, 
and completely refrain from activities which could provoke the regime if 
they actually want to help North Korean people. If NGOs have strategic 
aims, whether for their own members’ interests or in collaboration with 
outside states, then they must expect to be blocked by the regime at some 
point. NGOs have tried a variety of strategies to balance their methods of 
operation, goals and ideological interests in such a way as to continue to 
operate in North Korea, with some cooperating with regime demands to 
use government distribution networks.24
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Nevertheless, NGOs, as with any foreign operators, are subject to the 
survival calculations of the North Korea regime (i.e., suppression of any 
possible source of weakening of its ideological and political control of North 
Korean society). If the regime is determined to thwart the operations of a 
legitimate NGO, the NGO will be essentially powerless to carry out its aims. 

Responsibility to Protect

How does the slowly developing doctrine of R2P affect the humanitarian 
situation in North Korea? R2P is based upon recommendations of the 
International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS), 
an international body sponsored by the Canadian government and set up 
in response to a challenge from Kofi Annan, the Secretary General of the 
UN, in 1999.25

The ideas proposed were, based on the original UN Charter, that states 
have a responsibility to protect their citizens; rather than characterizing 
sovereignty as the right to control, it was to be reframed as a responsibil-
ity to protect. The ICISS report takes a broad view of this responsibility; 
sovereign states need to proactively protect their citizens from any threat 
to their welfare, to react to any crises, and to help rebuild after the events. 
This definition includes prevention of death by starvation26 in addition to 
the prevention of genocide and death from natural disasters.

The doctrine of R2P was endorsed by the UN General Assembly in Reso-
lution 60/1; however, this document primarily emphasizes the responsibility 
to protect against “genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against 
humanity.”27 In other words, prevention of famine or starvation is not specifi-
cally considered. From subsequent discussions in the Security Council and 
General Assembly, there does not appear to be a willingness to intervene 
militarily to prevent starvation. Meanwhile, NGOs which campaign for 
the application of R2P focus on cases of state torture and violence against 
political prisoners as evidence against the North Korea regime,28 perhaps 
because they know that this will more likely gain attention in the media 
and from governments than malnutrition and famine.
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Despite the General Assembly’s resolution, recent investigations by the 
Human Rights Council (UNHRC), which reports to the General Assem-
bly, have included statements condemning the North Korea regime’s use 
of starvation policies to maintain state control. The UNHRC’s latest and 
most scathing report of February 2014 stated that North Korea has “used 
deliberate starvation as a means of control and punishment in detention 
facilities” and that “decisions, actions and omissions by the State and its 
leadership caused the death of at least hundreds of thousands of people 
and inflicted permanent physical and psychological injuries on those who 
survived.”29 Among the recommendations of the report are that the situation 
in North Korea be referred to the International Criminal Court (ICC) by 
the Security Council. However, the report does not directly mention R2P 
with regard to preventing famine and starvation.

Hence, there is no near- to medium-term likelihood that an intervention 
could occur in North Korea on the grounds that the regime was failing to 
protect its people from humanitarian disaster. Even in the marginally more 
likely case of an intervention on grounds of other crimes against human-
ity, in practice there is unlikely to be agreement in the Security Council 
on such a course of action due to suspicions of the intentions of Western 
intervention from China and Russia in particular. This is quite apart from 
the strategic calculations based on the high human and economic costs for 
any country that attempted to intervene militarily.

Regional Multilateral Responses to 
Humanitarian Disaster in North Korea

Multilateralism in East Asia is at an emergent stage. Trade and finance 
are the major multilateral concerns of countries in the region—the most 
advanced multilateral initiatives have been taken by Southeast Asian coun-
tries in the form of the ASEAN Free Trade Agreement, and by the wider 
region in the Chiang Mai Initiative Multilateral, a financial firefighting 
organization. In the realm of security, the ASEAN Regional Forum is the 
main meeting place for regional discussions, although it has not been able 
to initiate any specific agreements. More directly relevant to addressing the 
problems of North Korea, the Six-Party Talks (6PT) forum is the major 
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regional multilateral initiative on North Korea, its members comprising 
South Korea, the United States, Russia, China, and Japan. The 6PT were 
set up to deal directly with issues of denuclearization in North Korea; as 
such the only assistance it has been prepared to offer is energy assistance 
in return for concrete steps to denuclearize by North Korea. In fact, a small 
amount of assistance has been given each time North Korea has decided to 
offer small steps toward halting its nuclear programs, with all 6PT members 
except for Japan having contributed at various stages.30 Energy is indirectly 
important for humanitarian needs, as it is clearly required to operate agri-
cultural and other industries as well as hospitals and other essential services. 
However, North Korea has restarted its nuclear and missile programs shortly 
after receiving aid in the past, and this has contributed to the reduction in 
energy assistance.

Meanwhile, regional coordination in providing food assistance has 
been almost nonexistent. The major multilateral organization that deals 
with delivering food aid to North Korea is the UN’s World Food Program. 
Most food aid (over 90 percent31) delivered by the United States has been 
through this organ. However, the WFP, though multilateral, cannot be 
described as regional. The major regional concern of neighboring countries 
has been North Korea’s nuclear program, and there is caution among regional 
states about linking humanitarian food aid to the issue of denuclearization, 
although in practice this does seem to have occurred, as is detailed further 
in the next section. Among the United States, South Korea, and Japan there 
is the possibility of more coordination on security regarding North Korea 
issues, but again there is no suggestion of coordination on humanitarian relief.

Strategic Considerations and 
Humanitarian Assistance

While the ideal of humanitarian assistance has been to help people in dis-
tress regardless of ethnicity or nationality, the reality in a world of nation 
states and geopolitics has been that, particularly in the case of North Korea, 
humanitarian assistance is linked to strategic considerations. Thus, states 
that are interested in seeing North Korea stop and eventually eliminate 
its nuclear technology programs have explicitly or implicitly linked food 
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and medical aid to progress on negotiations in this area, or have reduced 
or stopped humanitarian aid in response to nuclear tests, missile tests, and 
other belligerence from North Korea. For example in the case of the United 
States, which has been the largest donor of humanitarian assistance to North 
Korea, the debates and struggles of members of Congress over whether 
and how to link food assistance to foreign policy have been documented. 
While at some times the major concern about food aid has been the extent 
to which the United States can ensure through monitoring that the aid 
gets to people who actually need it, at other times food aid has been used 
in conjunction with negotiations over denuclearization.32 China, which is 
normally North Korea’s most reliable ally, is also suspected of using delays 
to its food and oil assistance to show displeasure over the regime’s actions, 
especially in more recent years.33 Meanwhile WFP data show that South 
Korea, since the election of the Grand National Party in 2007, has been 
among the strictest by applying a hardline policy that stops most food aid 
due to military and other provocations from the North.

North Korea’s leadership also seems to use humanitarian assistance for 
its own purposes. The dilemma is how to keep enough food aid coming 
into the country to stave off economic and social collapse, while at the same 
time restricting the flow of information and political influence of outsiders, 
such as the WFP, foreign NGOs, and religious groups, in particular those 
from South Korea. Hence, in 2006 when Pyongyang tightened restrictions 
on foreign workers’ movements, the WFP was forced to reduce its efforts 
to provide and distribute aid around the country.34 In cases where foreign 
NGOs are allowed to move inside North Korea, they are always assigned 
government contacts that monitor or control their operations. Hence, it is 
clear that the regime’s priorities lie in maintaining ideological control of 
its population rather than providing adequate sustenance to its citizens.

Therefore, in order to understand how to maintain humanitarian assistance 
to North Korean people, it may be necessary to model the calculations that 
the North Korean regime makes in order to ensure its own survival. The 
regime needs to obtain enough humanitarian assistance to stop its people 
from revolting against it, while at the same time keeping outside influence 
as low as possible in order to maintain its image as the only legitimate 
regime on the Peninsula and the image of North Korea’s social system as 
the best system available to North Koreans. It also needs to ensure that 
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most resources go to its supporters, while keeping less favored areas (often 
in the north of the country35) weak. Even when the regime desires some 
forms of economic development and international exchange, it needs to 
consider how to maintain this balance for its own survival. In fact, taking 
these calculations into account is, as Eberstadt has also argued, the only 
way in which humanitarian aid has been able to successfully help North 
Korean people in the past.36

Future Prospects

Considering the most recent evidence regarding North Korea’s continued 
nuclear and missile development and reluctance to engage with the outside 
world except on its own terms, there is little prospect of regional neighbors 
or other countries responding in a significant way to humanitarian crises in 
North Korea. North Korea under Kim Jong Un is clearly following a familiar 
pattern of trying to ensure its own survival above all else in its own way. The 
only chance for citizens of North Korea to improve their human security is 
if the regime sees such a path as compatible with its own survival. In that 
sense, there is a chance that some economic reforms that allow for growth 
in North Korea’s economy and stability for the regime may, as a side effect, 
improve the lives of North Korean citizens. In addition to this, if some 
openness to outside information is allowed as part of these reforms, there 
is a possibility that North Korean citizens will understand their collective 
problems more coherently, and demand reforms in some way.37 There was 
some evidence of this happening after the currency reforms attempted by 
the regime in 2009, which led to reports of protests.38 It is also becoming 
ever clearer that many North Korean citizens have access to outside infor-
mation39 in the form of pirated DVDs obtained from China or through 
the efforts of the United States and South Korea to broadcast information 
about the outside world into North Korea.

Apart from these potential domestic changes, there is a lack of any enthu-
siasm among regional neighbors to deal with a regime that is perceived 
to break commitments regularly. North Korea’s only “ally,” China, is the 
only likely source of longer-term economic assistance, and the increasing 
frustration among Chinese policymakers and advisors regarding North 
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Korea’s nuclear program endangers that assistance. Nevertheless, North 
Korea–China trade seems to be booming,40 and this increase in trade may 
be the only hope for North Korean citizens to improve their humanitarian 
situation in the short to medium term.

Conclusion

This chapter has given an overview of the humanitarian issues in North 
Korea and regional responses to it. It has pointed out that international 
humanitarianism is not a well-established concept in East Asia. The limited 
humanitarian aid that has been forthcoming from North Korea’s regional 
neighbors is being reduced further as an indication of hardening attitudes 
toward North Korea generally, in particular due to its nuclear and missile 
programs, and its lack of good faith in implementing agreements. There is 
little public enthusiasm for humanitarian aid to North Korea; some dona-
tions are carried out by private citizens through NGOs, but due to media 
coverage, many people in East Asia are mainly concerned with North Korea’s 
nuclear and missile programs. In any case, NGOs as well as international 
organizations such as the WFP find it increasingly difficult to operate in 
North Korea due to regime-imposed restrictions.

The emerging doctrine of responsibility to protect is unlikely to be applied 
in the case of North Korea, as the UN Security Council has not endorsed 
intervention to prevent famine, even if the famine is the result of state 
neglect and mismanagement, as is the case in North Korea. There has been 
some movement on the idea of holding North Korea responsible at the ICC 
for other human rights abuses such as state-sanctioned torture and other 
violence, but in practical terms international intervention to deal with such 
abuse is highly unlikely due to the probable high military and human costs.

Furthermore, regional multilateralism is still in its infancy in East Asia, 
as many states in the region are still grappling with their own internal 
developmental issues. Most regional multilateral efforts have gone into trade 
and finance (excluding North Korea), and there is no regional multilateral 
coordination on humanitarian assistance. The Six-Party Talks forum is the 
closest thing to regional coordination on North Korea issues, but humani-
tarian aid is not officially part of its agenda.
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It is not impossible to envision some sort of regional coordination on 
humanitarian assistance; however it is likely that this would have some con-
nection with strategic aspects of dealing with North Korea’s denuclearization. 
If real coordination could be implemented, there would be a better chance 
of using policy carrots and sticks more effectively to actually ensure that 
humanitarian aid reaches the parts of the country and North Korean society 
where it is needed. In the absence of regime transformation or collapse, the 
best hope to improve the humanitarian situation in North Korea may be 
expanded trade and investment links with China in particular.
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chapter 4

Strategic Ramifications 
of the North Korea 
Nuclear Weapons Crisis
Denny ROY

Pyongyang clearly believes that deploying nuclear weapons enhances North 
Korea’s security. That idea is debatable. What is more certain is that North 
Korea’s deployment of nuclear weapons decreases security for the region 
as a whole, intensifying a host of strategic problems and dilemmas for the 
major Northeast Asian states. This chapter will evaluate these problems 
from the standpoint of the United States, China, South Korea, and Japan, 
explaining why they find it difficult to rally around a common policy solution. 

Nuclear Weapons and Security

Nuclear weapons can theoretically introduce greater stability into an inter-
national subsystem (i.e., a group of states in the same geographic region) by 
making war less likely.1 The strategic situation in Northeast Asia as described 
by Pyongyang’s media and diplomats fits this scenario. The Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) argues that its nuclear weapons are 
necessary to deter alleged plans by the United States and South Korea 
to invade and overthrow the Kim regime, thereby substituting a cautious 
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military stalemate where there would otherwise be aggression.2 North 
Korean fears of attack are not unfounded. The country was heavily bombed 
during the Korean conflict of 1950–1953. US officials several times seri-
ously considered using nuclear weapons against the DPRK.3 By the 1990s, 
the dramatic disparity in wealth and economic power between North and 
South Korea, the DPRK’s shortfalls in fuel supplies and training for its 
military units, and the natural disasters that caused malnutrition and even 
starvation in the North removed any doubt that South Korea’s conventional 
military forces were superior to those of the DPRK (although Pyongyang’s 
forces remained capable of causing terrible devastation in South Korea’s 
capital city of Seoul).

Today, in terms of the basic sources of national strategic strength, North 
Korea is at a massive disadvantage relative to South Korea. The Republic 
of Korea’s (ROK) population is double the size of the DPRK’s and much 
healthier, with South Koreans enjoying a longer average life expectancy by 
ten years. The DPRK has a disproportionately large military, but the ROK’s 
is better trained and equipped. Although North Korea under the Songun 
(“military first”) policy spends a whopping 22 percent of its GDP on its 
armed forces and the ROK less than 3 percent, South Korean spending still 
dwarfs North Korea’s, $26 billion to $8 billion. The ROK’s economy overall 
is forty times the size of the DPRK’s and is also much more technologi-
cally advanced.4 A final reason for Pyongyang to feel insecure is that North 
Korea was one of the three states President George W. Bush called out in 
2002 as part of an “axis of evil” before the United States led an invasion of 
one of the three, Iraq, the following year. 

Nevertheless, the argument that North Korea needs nuclear weapons for 
its own self-defense, and that a DPRK nuclear capability makes the region 
less war-prone, is questionable on several grounds. If the United States and 
the ROK planned to invade North Korea and overthrow its regime, they 
had ample opportunity before the DPRK demonstrated a nuclear capabil-
ity. The DPRK’s first nuclear explosion in 2006 indicated the beginning 
of a limited time window before North Korea would have a deliverable 
nuclear weapon, a capability that would greatly raise the potential costs to 
an adversary planning to go to war against the DPRK. Eight years on, the 
orientation of Seoul and Washington toward Pyongyang remains defen-
sive, not offensive. One important reason is that South Koreans, especially 
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younger generations, are in no hurry to take on the economic burden of 
absorbing the poor country to their north.5

Nuclear weapons apparently have a domestic political purpose for the 
DPRK regime beyond the strategic purpose. The nuclear program substanti-
ates the regime’s domestic political argument that North Korea is poor not 
because the regime is incompetent, but because powerful outside enemies 
are trying to destroy the country. Bringing North Korea into the exclusive 
and prestigious nuclear club was perhaps the most politically significant 
legacy of Kim Jong Il, who presided over an otherwise dismal period of 
DPRK history that saw the government fail to deliver on its promises of 
prosperity for the North Korean populace. The prestige of Kim Il Sung and 
Kim Jong Il are the basis of the current regime’s legitimacy. 

North Korea’s policy of intentionally raising tensions with over-the-
top belligerent rhetoric and occasional lethal provocations indicates that 
Pyongyang is not fearful of an imminent US or ROK attack, but rather is 
confident enough to use threats and intimidation as a strategy for gaining 
concessions from its adversaries. Pyongyang, for example, rushed to threaten 
the US homeland with a nuclear strike as early as March 2013, long before 
demonstrating the capability to deliver a nuclear weapon over such a dis-
tance. Demonstrating a willingness to fight if attacked is consistent with 
a strategy that prioritizes deterrence. North Korea’s belligerent posture, 
however, goes so far beyond this standard as to force the South Koreans 
and their US allies to consider a policy of regime overthrow for their own 
defense. In other words, the nuclear program is at least as much an offen-
sive diplomatic weapon for Pyongyang as a defensive military weapon. It 
is the basis for the Kim regime’s demand that Washington begin treating 
Pyongyang as an equal.

Finally, it is worth noting that China, which is sympathetic to the North’s 
sense of insecurity, takes the position that Pyongyang should denuclearize.6 

The United States

The principal pillar of US influence in the Western Pacific is the country’s 
ability to protect its allies and friends. Close allies South Korea and Japan 
are the countries most gravely endangered by the DPRK’s nuclear weapons 
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program—not only because of their relative proximity to the DPRK, but 
also because of Pyongyang’s hostility toward them. South Korea, disparaged 
as a “puppet” of Washington, is Pyongyang’s rival for rule over the Penin-
sula. Japan is deeply vilified for its occupation of Korea in the twentieth 
century. A deliverable nuclear weapon would give Pyongyang an offensive 
capability that neither Japan nor the ROK could directly counter by them-
selves because neither has its own nuclear weapons. Japan has a ballistic 
missile defense system and Seoul is building one, but the efficacy of such 
systems is unproven. Pyongyang has already made thinly veiled nuclear 
threats against both the ROK and Japan.7 There are at least three possible 
negative consequences from the United States’ standpoint. First, through 
implied or explicit nuclear blackmail, Pyongyang might intimidate Seoul 
or Japan into breaking ranks from preferred US policies. Second, the fear 
of Pyongyang’s nuclear capability might cause one or both of the US allies 
to lose confidence in the US “nuclear umbrella,” or the US commitment to 
retaliate against a nuclear attack upon them as if it was an attack against 
the United States. Third, Seoul and Tokyo might decide to deploy their own 
nuclear arsenals, in contravention of Washington’s interest in preventing 
further nuclear proliferation. 

The DPRK’s nuclear weapons program also poses two distinct threats to 
the US homeland. The first is the possibility of North Korea launching a 
nuclear-armed missile at a US city. As of this writing, the DPRK appears 
to have neither a reliable long-range intercontinental missile that could 
accomplish this task nor a sufficiently miniaturized nuclear explosive that 
such a missile could carry. Clearly, however, North Korea is working on both 
capabilities and is likely to succeed within a few years. The rocket launches 
the DPRK periodically carries out as part of its “space program” are essen-
tially test firings of unarmed intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs). The 
test in December 2012 showed significant progress over previous failures. 
Pyongyang claimed its February 2013 nuclear test involved a “miniaturized” 
bomb, and the US Department of Defense said in 2013 the DPRK might 
have already built a bomb small enough to mount on a missile.8 

The likelihood that Pyongyang would actually launch a nuclear attack 
against the United States is nearly zero because the US retaliatory second-
strike would virtually assure the destruction of the North Korean regime 
and state. Nevertheless, if and when that day arrives, the reaction of the 
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United States to the news that it is within range of North Korea’s nuclear 
missiles is likely to be one of extreme alarm. This is because over many years 
the US media have consistently described North Korea’s government as 
irrational (usually using terms such as “unpredictable” or “erratic”) and hyper-
belligerent. To be sure, Pyongyang has largely and perhaps intentionally 
contributed to its image in the United States as a crazy and risk-acceptant 
state. The problem is that the combination of North Korea’s capability and 
already-expressed intent will cause the US public to demand a response 
by Washington to ensure continued US security. The response might be 
disproportionate to the actual threat. Unless they are highly confident in 
their ballistic missile defense system, Americans might demand stronger 
consideration of a more active policy of promoting overthrow of the North 
Korean regime.

A more realistic threat posed by Pyongyang to the United States is pro-
liferation of nuclear technology or fissile material to a third party, perhaps 
to a non-state terrorist group that has hostile intentions toward the United 
States. This is plausible because North Korea needs cash and has few scruples 
about how to raise it (Pyongyang has, for example, reportedly ordered its 
diplomats to smuggle illegal drugs to raise revenue9) and because DPRK 
leaders might believe they would not be implicated in a nuclear attack 
carried out by a non-DPRK group even if North Korea supplied the attack-
ers. Thus, Pyongyang might determine it could score a lucrative deal and 
indirectly strike a staggering blow against its adversary without suffering 
a US retaliatory attack. Pyongyang’s willingness to test the United States’ 
fortitude on this point cannot be casually dismissed. North Korea helped 
Syrians build a plutonium-based nuclear program, along the lines of the 
plant in Yongbyon, until an Israeli air strike knocked it out in 2007.10 For 
these reasons dismantling the nuclear weapons program is the top priority 
of US policy toward North Korea.

China

China has a long-term strategic goal of avoiding military encirclement by 
countries that fear China’s rise. An important element of China’s campaign 
to avoid encirclement is to portray itself as a good international citizen that 
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will uphold the current international system of laws, institutions, and norms 
rather than try to overthrow and replace it with a more self-serving regional 
order. Beijing thus insists that its foreign policy is consistently principled 
and responsible. To the extent, however, that Beijing shelters Pyongyang 
from the international consequences of the DPRK’s outlaw behavior, China 
undercuts its own strategy. The DPRK nuclear weapons program has dam-
aged China’s international reputation as Beijing has sought to water down 
proposed sanctions against Pyongyang and counteracted these sanctions 
by continuing to trade heavily with North Korea. 

Nuclear proliferation by North Korea strengthens the arguments for 
South Korea and Japan to develop their own nuclear arsenals. Either of 
these countries going nuclear—especially Japan—would be a major strategic 
setback from China’s standpoint. 

The nuclear weapons crisis worsens Sino-US relations. Superficially, 
denuclearization of North Korea appears to be a point of agreement and 
a basis for cooperation between Beijing and Washington. But in fact it is 
an additional strategic dispute that drives the two countries apart. While 
China supports denuclearization, this objective is second to stability—i.e., 
no change in the North Korean regime—because the Chinese fear the con-
sequences of a collapse of the regime more than they fear the consequences 
of a nuclear-armed DPRK. China is unwilling to put strong pressure on 
Pyongyang to denuclearize because this might contribute to regime col-
lapse. For the United States, these priorities are reversed: denuclearization 
is paramount, even at the risk of regime collapse, which Americans would 
generally welcome. 

The result has been mutual frustration and increased suspicion between 
China and the United States. Many US observers assume China could force 
a shutdown of the DPRK nuclear program at will by cutting off transfers 
of food and energy, of which it is a major supplier to North Korea. That 
China has not done so despite professing a commitment to denucleariza-
tion convinces some US observers that Beijing is playing a double game.11 
China, on the other hand, insists that the United States overestimates 
Chinese influence, under-appreciates the dangers of regime collapse, and 
fails to understand that if the Chinese push too hard they will lose all 
of their influence as North Korea’s leaders stop listening altogether.12 A 
divided Korean Peninsula is in some ways strategically advantageous for 
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China. North Korea acts as a buffer state that keeps US ally South Korea 
and its US military bases at a distance from China’s border. A united Korea 
would be a medium-sized power that might take a stronger position on 
the question of disputed territory just north of the China-DPRK border. 
If the northern part of the Korean Peninsula became prosperous under the 
administration of Seoul, Beijing’s management of its large ethnic Korean 
population in the Manchurian provinces might become more problematic. 
Korean reunification might also threaten the deals China now has with the 
DPRK to extract North Korea’s resources.

A stable, peaceful two-Korea scenario is therefore the ideal situation 
from China’s standpoint. Unfortunately for Beijing, a divided Peninsula 
has proved unstable. Pyongyang’s brinksmanship risks triggering a war 
on China’s doorstep. War itself would be catastrophic for China. Conflict 
would at minimum disrupt at least some of the trade flows in the region, 
potentially causing an interruption in China’s economic growth. A Korean 
war would almost certainly see South Korean and US forces crossing into 
northern Korea and heading in the direction of the Chinese frontier. A likely 
consequence of war would be the removal of the Pyongyang government, 
creating several potential problems for China including large numbers of 
North Korean refugees, banditry by renegade groups of former soldiers, and 
the expectation that China would help pay the costs of relief and reconstruc-
tion in the former DPRK. 

Chinese leaders have urged North Korea to reform along the lines of the 
post-Mao Chinese model, with greater marketization of the economy and 
openness to trade with the outside world while maintaining an authori-
tarian political system and one-party rule. Pyongyang’s nuclear weapons 
program, however, is part of an overall approach that rejects the Chinese 
model in favor of a bunker mentality that prioritizes military readiness over 
prosperity (the Songun policy). 

South Korea

The North Korea nuclear program poses a direct and existential threat to 
the ROK, substantiating past North Korea’s threats to turn Seoul into a 

“sea of fire.”13 As with the United States, the danger of South Korea being 
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victimized by an unprovoked DPRK nuclear attack is miniscule. Nuclear 
weapons make no sense as an offensive DPRK weapon against South Korea, 
as the North Koreans would be irradiating territory they hope to occupy. 
The danger, rather, is that DPRK nuclear weapons make inter-Korea rela-
tions more conflict-prone. This could happen in two ways. First, Pyongyang 
might overuse its nuclear capability in attempts to blackmail the South, 
causing the South Koreans to believe their security is so imperiled that they 
must attempt to destroy the DPRK’s nuclear capability or perhaps even the 
regime itself through a conventional military attack.

The second way the North Korea nuclear program heightens tensions 
involves its impact on a potential conventional military exchange. In the 
decades following the Korean War, Pyongyang carried out several lethal 
attacks against South Korean citizens that could be considered acts of war. 
These included attacks against South Korean government leaders as well as 
civilians. In each of these instances it was clear that the attack was strictly 
limited in aim and scope, not the opening shot of a general war in which 
the North would send forces to attempt to overrun the South and replace 
its government. Consequently, Seoul did not retaliate militarily against these 
attacks. This seemingly solidified an expectation in Pyongyang that Seoul 
would not respond in kind to limited, isolated violence. The two attacks 
by the DPRK in 2010, however, generated a sea-change in ROK attitudes. 
An international investigation attributed the sinking of the South Korean 
corvette Cheonan in March, with the loss of forty-six ROK sailors, to a 
stealthy North Korean torpedo attack.14 In November, North Korean artillery 
fire striking the island of Yeonpyeong killed four South Koreans. Previously, 
ROK public opinion had opposed retaliation in such situations, but after 
these attacks Seoul, with the support of a majority of South Koreans, pub-
licly committed to carrying out a disproportionate military counter-strike 
if the DPRK should attack again. ROK President Park Geun-hye recently 
said, “It is important that there should be stern punishment for reckless 
provocations so as to break the vicious cycle that has been repeating.”15 

The post-2010 security situation is thus extraordinarily dangerous. Pyong-
yang, with few other cards to play, had established a pattern that included 
regular provocations, some of them lethal. Provocations became regular 
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because Seoul’s non-response meant Pyongyang did not pay a tangible 
price for the attacks except for foreign condemnation and in some cases 
additional economic sanctions. Sanctions have had little deterrent effect 
because the DPRK already had minimal economic interaction with the 
countries most interested in enforcing the sanctions (i.e., excluding China). 
Seoul attempted to break the pattern of provocations by promising that 
future lethal attacks would generate unprecedented ROK military retali-
ation against the DPRK. Such a scenario would pull both countries into 
uncharted waters, with obvious dangers of further escalation. 

Nevertheless, whether DPRK leaders take Seoul’s threat seriously is 
questionable. It is here that the DPRK’s new nuclear capability makes a 
potentially crucial difference in the leadership’s calculations. It is reasonable 
to postulate that at least some DPRK planners expect their nuclear capabil-
ity will deter the ROK from launching a retaliatory military strike after a 
limited DPRK attack, out of fear that the third round would be a DPRK 
use of a nuclear weapon against the South. DPRK statements about the 
nuclear capability suggest this is precisely the idea Pyongyang is trying to 
plant in South Korean hearts.16 

Thus the deterrent value of Seoul’s tougher new stance may in prac-
tice be negated by the North’s nuclear program. Although the danger that 
Pyongyang would actually use nuclear weapons on the southern part of the 
Korean Peninsula cannot be discounted, the greater danger of the DPRK’s 
nuclear weapons program is that it potentially emboldens North Korea to 
make the first-round conventional attack that Seoul might have otherwise 
successfully deterred. Given the likelihood of a disproportionately strong 
South Korean counterattack, it is not difficult to imagine North Korean 
strategists arguing to the paramount leader that a third-round response by 
the DPRK is necessary to avoid Seoul drawing the conclusion that South 
Korea could now attack North Korea at will without a response, a situa-
tion that would create a state of permanently increased vulnerability for 
the DPRK. After three rounds of attacks, each perhaps more destructive 
than the previous round, halting the continued escalation into general war 
would be a Herculean diplomatic task. 
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1950 Redux?

Either war or regime collapse could draw US or South Korean troops across 
the 38th parallel into northern Korea. In the former case, intervention would 
be necessary to put down North Korean military resistance and to disarm 
DPRK troops. With the evaporation of DPRK governance and authority, 
troops from the alliance would be needed to restore order and to address 
the likely humanitarian crisis among the civilian population as well. Seoul 
would have strong incentives to quickly establish structures and processes 
to begin preparing the North for rule by the Republic of Korea government.

China, on the other hand, would have its own set of incentives not only 
to mitigate the possible chaos that might spread from northern Korea into 
China, but also to protect Chinese economic operations and interests and 
to keep US troops and influence as far as possible from China’s border.

This could create a scenario in which alliance forces heading north meet 
China’s forces heading south, with each side highly suspicious of the other’s 
motives and both sides grasping the opportunity to reshape the status quo. 
It was a similar situation that led to fighting between the United States’ 
and China’s forces in Korea in 1950, a war neither side wanted or benefit-
ted from. A Chinese general warned that without “consultation” of China, 
the intervention of US and South Korean troops would lead to “1950 all 
over again.”17 US government officials have privately reported that they 
frequently raise this issue, but their Chinese counterparts are unwilling to 
discuss it. It is understandable that China would worry about the impact 
such a discussion would have on relations with Pyongyang should the North 
Koreans become aware through the Americans revealing this secret either 
intentionally or unintentionally. 

The DPRK nuclear weapons program intensifies this problem. It creates 
additional pressure for US military forces to rush into northern Korea in 
either a post-collapse or a general war scenario, as the US government will 
be anxious to gain control and possession over DPRK nuclear weapons, 
materials, and facilities as quickly as possible to avoid leakage into the 
international black market leading to further proliferation or nuclear ter-
rorism. Washington may also wish to prevent South Korea coming under 
the temptation to achieve nuclear status by capturing the DPRK’s program 
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and arsenal. China would have a similar desire to re-establish control over 
DPRK nuclear sites and to prevent proliferation to South Korea. Nuclear 
weapons in the North increase the incentive for both sides to intervene 
with troops on the ground and the need for doing it quickly, thereby cutting 
down the time for ad hoc communication and coordination before Chinese 
and alliance personnel are in close proximity.

Former US Assistant Secretary of State Kurt Campbell said US and 
Chinese officials held secret talks on North Korea contingencies prior to 
the death of Kim Jong Il.18 That report is encouraging, but the problem 
seems far from solved. Discussion does not necessarily mean agreement. 
The two sides may have gone no further than warning each other not to do 
what each is nevertheless committed to do. There are presently no public 
indications that such consultation has continued into the Kim Jong Un era, 
or if so whether these consultations have been deep and thorough enough 
to avoid unintended US-China conflicts in a collapse scenario.

Japan

Japan is under a direct threat from North Korea, a threat immeasurably inten-
sified by the DPRK’s nuclear weapons program. Pyongyang has frequently 
threatened military strikes against Japan, often in the midst of periods of 
high tension between Pyongyang and Seoul or Pyongyang and Washington, 
in which Tokyo had little or no involvement. During the crisis sparked by 
joint US-ROK military exercises in early 2012, for example, North Korean 
media warned that “the spark of war will touch Japan first” and said Tokyo 
would be “consumed in nuclear flames” if Japan tried to shoot down a DPRK 
missile.19 Japan joins the ROK and the United States as countries against 
which Pyongyang has already threatened to use its nuclear weapons. As a 
country that lacks its own nuclear retaliatory capability and is outside of 
Korea’s historical territory, Japan arguably has greater reason to fear a North 
Korean nuclear ICBM than the United States or South Korea. Because of its 
proximity to North Korea, Japan is within range of even the medium-range 
Nodong missile in addition to the long-range Musudan and Taepodong 
missiles. The North Korea missile threat has been a major security issue 
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for Japan since 1998, when a DPRK test sent a missile into Japan’s airspace. 
DPRK missiles are the ostensible motivation for Japan’s heavy investment 
in defenses against ballistic missiles.

While Japan is under direct threat from the DPRK nuclear program, it 
has limited direct influence over North Korea. An accumulation of sanc-
tions has left Japan with little economic interaction with the DPRK. The 
last significant lever disappeared when Tokyo tightened restrictions on 
the remittances of cash from Japan to North Korea in 2009. Tokyo has 
cut most of its communication channels to North Korea over the latter’s 
nuclear tests. In 2002 Japanese Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi and 
North Korea leader Kim Jong Il agreed that both countries would move 
toward normalization, but this agreement quickly foundered over Japan’s 
demands regarding the abduction issue and the DPRK’s pursuit of nuclear 
weapons. Prime Minister Shinzo Abe recently reiterated his willingness 
to meet with Kim Jong Un if Pyongyang handles the abductee problem to 
Tokyo’s satisfaction. It is difficult, however, to foresee the two sides bridging 
that issue. Japanese public opinion ensures that the bar remains high, while 
North Korea’s government insists that some of the abductees whose return 
Japan demands have died or were never in DPRK hands. 

US policy toward North Korea has often not addressed Japan’s security 
concerns. While Washington’s top priority has been denuclearization, Tokyo 
is more concerned with the DPRK missile program. In 1993–1994 Japan’s 
government worried that US-DPRK tensions would lead to a war that could 
affect Japan. Later Tokyo felt marginalized by Four-Party Talks that did not 
include a Japanese delegation. In 1998–2000 Tokyo was disappointed by 
a US response to the DPRK Taepodong missile launch that the Japanese 
believed was not tough enough. In 2002–2003 it was the opposite problem: 
Koizumi practiced summitry with Kim Jong Il while Washington demonized 
North Korea as part of the “axis of evil.” Then in mid-decade Washington 
shut Tokyo out again as it pursued bilateral negotiations with the DPRK.20

Poor relations between Seoul and Tokyo due to historical legacy issues 
(disputed ownership of the Dokdo/Takeshima Islands, Yasukuni Shrine 
visits by Japanese leaders, the “comfort women,” etc.) have prevented stronger 
cooperation against the common North Korea threat. A proposed bilateral 
agreement on military information sharing died amid public anti-Japan 
outcry in South Korea in 2012.
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The security threat from North Korea, combined with responses from 
South Korea and the United States that from Japan’s point of view are often 
less than ideal, has been one of the forces pushing Japan to gradually distance 
itself from the postwar restrictions on Japan’s military capabilities and policy. 
One clear and tangible outcome has been the Abe government’s interest in 
clearing the way for Japan to shoot down a North Korean missile heading 
toward US territory. In the eyes of China and South Korea, this movement 
toward “normalization” by Japan is a deterioration of regional security. 

Divided We Fail

A preventive war by the US-ROK alliance certainly merits serious con-
sideration, both because of the military threat posed by Pyongyang and 
because of the internationally endorsed principle of “responsibility to protect” 
that is raised by the regime’s poor treatment of its populace, intentionally 
through the imprisonment of tens of thousands for political offenses and 
unintentionally through economic mismanagement that has led to large-
scale starvation and malnutrition. That option, however, is ruled out absent 
a first strike by Pyongyang. Even during the first North Korea nuclear 
weapons crisis of 1994, Washington balked at the idea of a precision strike 
aimed at destroying the DPRK’s key nuclear facilities.21 That was prior to 
the DPRK demonstrating a weapons capability, at a time when destroying a 
key, vulnerable piece of infrastructure might be expected to halt the program. 
The task would be much harder today without invasion and occupation 
because the arsenal can be easily dispersed and concealed. An even bigger 
reason why a cold military attack by the alliance is off the table is the fear 
that Seoul would be smashed amid the DPRK’s death throes.

A less drastic option would be laying siege to North Korea until the regime 
agrees to give up its nuclear program. This option offers the prospect of 
changing the status quo without necessarily starting a war, although it does 
not guarantee no war, as Pyongyang might choose to carry out limited but 
escalating strikes in an attempt to intimidate its adversaries into lifting the 
siege. China would be the key component in such a strategy. As the major 
foreign supplier of North Korea’s energy and food, China could by itself carry 
out a crushingly painful siege. Conversely, lack of participation by China 
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would mostly negate the effect even of a vigorous cutoff of engagement with 
North Korea by the rest of the international community—although block-
ing the DPRK from using the international financial system would cause 
Pyongyang serious hardship. In any case, however, as long as China fears 
North Korean regime collapse more than North Korean nuclear weapons, 
the siege scenario remains a fantasy. 

US policy toward North Korea has failed to prevent Pyongyang from 
building a workable bomb and is failing to prevent Pyongyang from making 
progress toward deploying a reliable and accurate nuclear-armed ICBM. 
Washington’s policy for the last decade has been to insist on at least initial 
steps toward denuclearization by Pyongyang before any upgrade of the 
bilateral relationship can occur. Such an upgrade would start from a baseline 
of near zero, since the US has an economic embargo against North Korea 
and the two countries have no formal diplomatic relations with each other. 
South Korea’s governments under Lee Myung Bak and Park Geun-hye 
have taken a similar line, although the DPRK tries to sideline Seoul and 
deal directly with the United States. Both the United States and the ROK 
have reaffirmed that North Korea could expect that the benefits of détente 
would more than compensate for whatever was lost through denuclearization. 
Pyongyang’s response has been to insist that the DPRK will never consider 
giving up its nuclear weapons unless the United States denuclearizes first.22

Both the United States’ and South Korea’s governments have maintained 
the awkward stance of “not accepting” the DPRK as a nuclear weapons state 
while acknowledging that the DPRK has successfully exploded a nuclear 
bomb. As of early 2014, the argument that Washington and Seoul should 
compromise and strive to cap rather than eliminate the DPRK’s nuclear 
and ballistic missile programs has not won over policymakers. Relations 
between North Korea and its adversaries therefore remain in a stalemate, 
awaiting some form of shock to the status quo.

Pyongyang’s nuclear weapons program likely increases the danger that 
Pyongyang’s brinksmanship could lead to war, which would be a disastrous 
outcome for each of the major players. With what they believe is a nuclear 
deterrent against US or South Korean attack, North Korea’s leaders may 
feel emboldened to make more bellicose threats or to continue carrying out 
lethal provocations against South Korea. This in itself could easily escalate 
to general war. Furthermore, there is a serious risk of miscalculation as the 
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Pyongyang regime underappreciates that its nuclear weapons program 
represents a permanently increased level of threat to DPRK adversaries 
and thereby increases the costs to them of allowing North Korea’s govern-
ment to persist. 

This is, unfortunately, a regional problem that defies a regional solution. 
None of the individual policies of the major Northeast Asian countries has 
by itself been effective in preventing nuclear proliferation in North Korea 
or in persuading Pyongyang to dismantle its program. The Northeast Asian 
states are similar in seeing the DPRK’s nuclear weapons program as a stra-
tegic problem. They are dissimilar, however, in their approaches to dealing 
with that problem. Each of them prefers to live with the problem rather 
than adopt an approach that might bring about denuclearization, but at the 
cost of cutting against other important national interests. 
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chapter 5

Economic Engagement 
with North Korea
Yoshinori KASEDA

The implementation of the agreements reached in the Six-Party Talks (6PT) 
in February and October 2007 came to a halt in late 2008 due to confronta-
tion between North Korea (DPRK) on one part and the United States, Japan, 
and South Korea (ROK) on the other over the verification of the North’s 
detailed declaration of its nuclear program. Since then, the North Korea 
nuclear issue has become even more difficult to resolve because of North 
Korea’s development of a uranium enrichment capability and its second and 
third nuclear tests in May 2009 and February 2013. The United Nations 
Security Council (UNSC) has strengthened economic sanctions against 
North Korea in response to the repeated nuclear tests. However, this has 
not resulted in the impoverishment of North Korea. In fact, since its first 
nuclear test in 2006, international trade has been growing and economic 
conditions appear to have improved steadily. North Korea’s trade exceeded 
$7.3 billion in 2013, a 7.8 percent increase from the previous year and the 
highest since 1990 according to the Korea Trade-Investment Promotion 
Agency (KOTRA). Under the UN sanctions that allow most of the non-
military economic transactions, China, in particular, has expanded economic 
exchanges with the North. In recent years, Russia has become more actively 
engaged with it. Seoul has not only maintained a certain level of economic 
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interactions with it, but has also become more eager to expand them, while 
the United States and Japan have continued to impose strong unilateral 
sanctions against the North. 

This chapter discusses the extent of economic engagement of the four 
major powers and South Korea with North Korea. More specifically, it 
examines the US reluctance to ease economic sanctions against North Korea, 
Japan’s economic disengagement from North Korea after its first nuclear 
test, the reduction in South Korea’s economic engagement during the Lee 
Myung Bak administration, the active economic engagement by China and 
Russia even after the third nuclear test, and the engagement policy of the 
Park Geun-hye administration. Finally, the author contemplates the future 
prospects of economic engagement.

The US Disengagement

Since the Korean War, the United States has imposed strong economic 
sanctions against the DPRK and has been reluctant to ease them and nor-
malize relations. Economic engagement in terms of trade and investment has 
remained very low. The sanctions have hindered Pyongyang from obtaining 
investment and aid from other countries and international organizations, 
such as the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank (ADB). Not 
surprisingly, Pyongyang has urged Washington to end the sanctions and 
normalize relations with Pyongyang. Yet, Washington has been reluctant 
to do so. In the context of continuing hostile relations with Washington, 
Pyongyang has proceeded with nuclear and missile development. 

Washington’s unwillingness to normalize relations is understandable 
because diplomatic normalization with Pyongyang would likely reduce 
US influence in East Asia, particularly over Japan and South Korea. Nor-
malization would lead to the DPRK’s normalization with Japan and South 
Korea. That would reduce the importance of their military alliance with the 
United States. Normalization would also lead to a new phase of economic 
development in Northeast Asia and consequently decrease the economic 
importance of the United States to its two allies. For the United States, 
hostile relations with the DPRK remain useful in maintaining US influence 
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over Japan and South Korea in dealing with the growing power of China. 
Therefore, Washington is likely to remain reluctant to ease economic sanc-
tions against Pyongyang and to expand economic engagement.

Japan’s Disengagement

Japan has shown more willingness than the United States to normalize 
relations with North Korea as can be seen from its initiation of normaliza-
tion talks in 1991 and the Koizumi visits to Pyongyang in 2002 and 2004. 
However, deterioration of the nuclear and missile issues as well as the issue 
of the North’s abduction of Japanese citizens have reduced domestic support 
for normalization in Japan. 

There have not been many Japanese leaders who support improvement 
in Japan’s relations with North Korea if doing so hurts its relations with 
the United States, which is widely seen in Japan as the most important 
country for Japan. This recognition has become even stronger in recent years 
as tension has risen between Japan and China over the Senkaku/Diaoyu 
Islands. Moreover, the politically dominant conservatives in Japan have been 
eager to ease the constitutional constraints on Japan’s military activities to 
deal with North Korea and China. Finally, public support for diplomatic 
normalization with North Korea has been very limited because of strong 
anti–North Korea sentiment, resulting from North Korea’s abduction of 
Japanese citizens and its problematic handling of the issue after admission 
of this during the first bilateral summit meeting in September 2002 as well 
as its nuclear and missile development.

After the first nuclear test in 2006, Tokyo unilaterally imposed economic 
sanctions against Pyongyang, including a trade embargo, which was signifi-
cant because Japan had long been a major trade partner for North Korea. In 
May 2014, Tokyo agreed with Pyongyang to fully lift unilateral sanctions 
if Pyongyang conducts special investigations into the abduction and other 
issues involving Japanese citizens and fully resolves them. In July 2014, 
Tokyo eased its ban on travel and port calls and restriction on remittances 
in response to Pyongyang’s establishment of a special investigation team. 
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However, it is highly unclear how much progress will be made from now 
on. In any case, given the continuing and even growing support for alliance 
with the US, Japan is unlikely to actively pursue diplomatic normalization 
with North Korea.

Decline in South Korea’s Engagement

North Korea’s renewed nuclear and missile development in response to the 
hardline policy of the Bush administration led to the end of the progressive 
administrations of Kim Dae Jung and Roh Moo Hyun, which had turned 
South Korea into the second biggest trade partner for the North and a lead-
ing provider of economic aid along with China, and resulted in the onset of 
the conservative administration of Lee Myung Bak, which made economic 
assistance to the North conditional upon denuclearization. Besides this, the 
killing of a South Korean woman during her participation in the Mount 
Kumgang tour in July 2008 led to suspension of the tour, which had been 
profitable for North Korea. Subsequently, the sinking of a South Korean 
corvette, Cheonan, during the ROK-US joint maritime exercise near the 
Northern Limit Line (NLL) in the Yellow Sea in March 2010 resulted in 
Seoul’s imposition of economic sanctions against Pyongyang in May 2010 
(5.24 sanctions), leaving the Kaesong Industrial Complex (KIC) as virtually 
the only major point of South Korea’s economic engagement with the North.

Despite the scale-down in economic engagement since the onset of the 
Lee administration in 2008, South Korea has a greater potential to expand 
economic engagement than the United States and Japan. Compared to 
those two countries, there has been stronger support among the elite and the 
general public in South Korea for improving relations with the North. Just 
like the Japanese, many South Koreans look upon the United States as the 
most important country both militarily and economically. Yet, South Korea 
does not have territorial disputes with China as serious as Japan’s. Nor does 
it face such constitutional constraints on military activities that Japan faces. 

Furthermore, for South Korea, the importance of improving economic 
relations with North Korea is stronger than for Japan because of its greater 



74 The North Korea Crisis and Regional Responses

economic dependence on international trade. South Korea can expect more 
economic benefit from expanding economic ties with the North and with 
China, Russia, and other Eurasian countries through the North. Thus, among 
the three countries that have confronted North Korea, South Korea has 
the greatest possibility to expand economic engagement. In fact, there 
have been changes in that direction under the current Park administration 
(which are analyzed later in the chapter), in the context of progress in the 
economic engagement of China and Russia, both of which seek economic 
benefit from expanding their economic relations with the North and from 
improvement in inter-Korea economic relations.

China’s Engagement

Since the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union, China 
has been economically supporting North Korea, preventing its collapse. 
China’s aid to North Korea is believed to amount to $20 million per year, 
which includes 100,000 tons of food and 500,000 tons of oil.1 China is not 
just an aid provider but is also the biggest trade partner for North Korea, 
accounting for as much as 89.1 percent of the North’s trade when inter-
Korea trade is excluded from the calculation, according to KOTRA. China’s 
economic engagement goes beyond just preventing the North Korean regime 
from collapsing. China has also seen North Korea as an important source 
of natural resources, as a market, and as a logistics hub, particularly for its 
underdeveloped northeastern provinces. 

For instance, in August 2009 its State Council officially approved the 
Changchun-Jilin-Tumen River Pilot Zone Development Project (2009–
2020), which included a plan to strengthen the economic relations of China’s 
northeastern provinces with North Korea’s northern provinces. In May 2010 
Kim Jong Il and President Hu Jintao met in Beijing and agreed to jointly 
build economic development zones in the border regions of the city of Rason 
and the Hwanggumphyong and Wihwa Islands in the city of Sinuiju.2 Since 
then, China has upgraded transportation networks in the provinces and their 
access to the North Korean port of Rajin located in Rason.
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For China, whose land territory is very close to the Sea of Japan but 
does not face it, Rajin can be a very important logistics hub for promoting 
economic development of the provinces, linking them not only to southern 
parts of China but also to South Korea, Japan, and other countries. The 
Chuangli Group of Dalian obtained the right to use No. 1 wharf of the 
Rajin port in 2008 and has already modernized it. In November 2011 the 
group started sending coal from the northeastern provinces of China into 
the Rajin port, shipping it out to Shanghai and other parts of the country, 
and has expanded the use of the port since.3 

Furthermore, it is reported that China has already finished a preparatory 
survey for provision of electricity to Rason from China.4 Improvement in 
the currently poor state of Rason’s infrastructure would promote an inflow of 
Chinese companies into Rason, which has been limited to this date. Besides 
the port of Rajin, in September 2012 Yanbian Haihua Import-Export Trade 
Company signed a contract with the Chongjin Port Authority to upgrade 
the North Korean port of Chongjin. The company has renovated the port, 
and has started shipping goods out to China.5 

North Korea’s rocket launches in 2012 and the third nuclear test in 2013 
soured its relations with China and apparently reduced Beijing’s eager-
ness to assist North Korea’s economic development, as can be seen from 
the suspension of oil exports to North Korea since January 2013 that was 
indicated in China’s official trade statistics.6 However, bilateral trade has 
continued to expand, with North Korea’s export of natural resources and 
China’s export of manufactured goods increasing, largely through the border 
cities of Sinuiju and Rason. Bilateral trade in 2013 reached $654.7 billion, 
8.9 percent higher than in 2012.

Also, in March 2013 the Jilin provincial government announced plans 
to renovate the Tumen-Rajin railway and the Tumen-Chongjin railway.7 

Furthermore, it has been reported that on 24 February 2014 a Chinese 
consortium headed by the Shangdi Guanqun investment company and 
North Korea’s State Economic Development Commission signed a contract 
for renovating the railway and constructing a highway linking Sinuiju with 
Chongju, Sukchon, Pyongyang, Haeju, and Kaesong, with the five-year con-
struction beginning in 2018 and with a budget of $21 billion.8 Besides this, 
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on 9 December 2013, one day after the dismissal of Jang Song Taek, Kim 
Jong Un’s uncle and the widely presumed No. 2 leader, the city of Tumen 
in Jilin Province reportedly signed the contract to develop the Onsong 
Economic Development Zone in North Hamkyung Province.9 Further-
more, in May 2012, Beijing agreed with Seoul to assign preferential tariff 
status to those products made in the KIC by South Korean companies in 
their bilateral Free Trade Area (FTA) under negotiation, promoting further 
development of the KIC. Thus, China’s economic engagement with North 
Korea is led not only by the central government but also by local govern-
ments and companies, particularly those in the northeastern provinces. 
Considering the continuing importance of the engagement, particularly 
for the provincial actors, further expansion seems highly likely.

Russia’s Engagement

Russia’s economic engagement with the DPRK has been much smaller than 
China’s. As of 2013, Russia was North Korea’s third biggest trade partner, 
with the bilateral trade standing at approximately $104.2 million accord-
ing to KOTRA. However, economic engagement has become more active 
in recent years, even after the third nuclear test. Russia’s exports to North 
Korea increased by 48.6 percent in 2013 from the previous year according 
to KOTRA, and further expansion seems likely. The Russian government 
has been pushing for strengthening its economic ties with Northeast Asian 
countries to stimulate the economy of its underdeveloped Far Eastern region 
and thereby revitalize the national economy.10 Moscow has been eager to 
expand trade with countries in the region and turn Russia into a major 
trade route between Northeast Asia and Europe.11 As can be seen from the 
establishment of the Ministry for Development of the Russian Far East in 
May 2012, this has been more conspicuous particularly after the onset of the 
global financial crisis in 2007 that resulted in a decline in Russian exports 
of natural resources to Europe, and after the start of large-scale production 
of shale gas particularly by the United States, which has weakened Russia’s 
price-setting power vis-à-vis the present and prospective importers of its gas. 
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Russia has already discussed various projects with the two Koreas and 
has gained their support, including the connection of Russian railways, 
gas pipelines, and power grids to South Korea’s through North Korea. All 
three parties can benefit from these projects. President Medvedev agreed 
to promote the gas pipelines project with President Lee in September 2008. 
He made a similar agreement with General Secretary Kim Jong Il in August 
2011 during Kim’s first visit to Russia since 2002, while also agreeing to 
resolve the issue of North Korea’s outstanding debt to Russia. Although these 
trilateral projects have not made much progress due to the volatile relations 
between the two Koreas, Russia has not lost its willingness to push them 
forward even after North Korea’s third nuclear test. Also, it has explored 
other ways to profit from its economic engagement with North Korea.

Russia’s determination to pursue its economic interests by strengthening 
economic ties with North Korea can be seen from its decision in September 
2012 to write off 90 percent of Pyongyang’s Soviet-era $11 billion debt to 
Moscow, which was ratified by the State Duma lower house in April 2014. 
The remaining $1.09 billion is to be paid back in equal installments every six 
months over the next twenty years.12 Apparently, the debt deal was Russia’s 
strategic move to advance its economic interests vis-à-vis North Korea, in 
particular to make Pyongyang more committed to the trilateral projects 
that Russia has pursued and to help its mining industry operate in North 
Korea. This is evident in remarks in April 2014 by Russia’s Deputy Finance 
Minister Sergei Storchak to the effect that the money could be used to fund 
mutual projects in North Korea, including a proposed gas pipeline and a 
railway to South Korea.13

Also in April 2014, Russia and the DPRK signed an economic devel-
opment protocol pertaining to cooperation in trade, investment, transport, 
energy and natural resources, employment, and interregional cooperation 
at their meeting in Rason. At the meeting, they agreed to aim at expanding 
their annual bilateral trade to $1 billion by the year 2020.14 The Russian 
Ministry of Far East Development expressed its eagerness to complete a 
trans-Siberian railway connection to South Korea that could facilitate its 
supply of gas and electricity to the South through the North.15 Also, the 
Russian delegation to the meeting expressed Russia’s interest in establishing 
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trilateral economic ties and its intentions to invest in the KIC,16 which 
would reduce the perceived risks of investing in North Korea and promote 
further investment by South Korean companies.

In June 2014 Russia and North Korea held another meeting in Vladi-
vostok and reached an agreement on over a dozen trade and economic 
development projects, including Russia’s participation in gold mine develop-
ment in North Korea in exchange for its provision of secondhand Tu-204 
aircrafts, and conclusion of conventions pertaining to their joint project of 
building a gas station network in North Korea led by Russia’s TAIF petro-
chemical company.17 At the meeting, North Korea expressed its expectation 
of the participation of Russian firms in exploration of minerals, including 
copper, quartzite, vanadium anhydride, and ultra-anthracite deposits,18 indi-
cating its desire to reduce North Korea’s excessive dependence on Chinese 
companies. Aside from this agreement, in March 2014 the President of the 
Russian Republic of Tatarstan, Rustam Minnikhanov, visited Pyongyang 
to discuss joint exploration and development of petroleum gas fields in 
North Korea.19 

To facilitate Russian investment, North Korea agreed to simplify pro-
cedures for Russians to obtain and use multiple-entry visas for business 
purposes and to allow them to use the Internet and mobile phones in North 
Korea.20 On the series of agreements reached at the June meeting, Alexander 
Galushka, the Russian Far East Development Minister, told the media that 

“the North Korean Government has allowed this agreement exclusively for 
Russian entrepreneurs and that overseas investors, including those from 
China, have not enjoyed such benefits to date.”21

Besides these agreements, in a manner similar to China, Russia has 
attempted to use Rajin as its logistics hub. In fact, in 2008 Russia and North 
Korea started renovating No. 3 wharf of the Rajin port and upgrading the 
fifty-four-kilometer railway between Rajin and Khasan (in Russia), which 
was originally agreed in 2001. For the joint project, in 2008 a joint venture, 
RasonKonTrans, was established with Russian Railways contributing 70 
percent of its capital and the Rason Port Authority, 30 percent. Russian 
Railways invested 9 billion rubles ($250 million) to upgrade the wharf and 
the railways.22 In December 2011 Pyongyang enacted an international 
railroad cargo law, the first of its kind, apparently in preparation for its 
transactions with Russia and China.23
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Russia and North Korea held an official opening ceremony in Septem-
ber 2013 upon completion of renovation of the wharf and the railway. The 
new multipurpose facility at the terminal in the Rajin port has a cargo 
traffic capacity of about five million tons a year and the capacity for coal 
magnetic cleaning and coal separating.24 For political and economic rea-
sons, completion of trilateral train connections between Russia and South 
Korea via North Korea would take many years. For the time being, Russia 
can use the Rajin port as a gateway to other counties, particularly China, 
and possibly South Korea and Japan, supplementary to the existing ports 
in the Russian Far East such as Vladivostok, which face congestion.25 In 
fact, Russia has already begun its use of the Rajin port, sending out its first 
shipment of a total of 9,000 metric tons of coal at the end of March 2014 
to the final destinations of Shanghai, Lianyungang, and Guangzhou in 
China via the port.26

Considering possible further decline in Russia’s gas and other exports to 
Europe due to its confrontation with the European Union and the United 
States over its annexation of Crimea and its involvement in the conflict 
in Ukraine, Russia may well make greater efforts to expand its economic 
engagement with North Korea in order to expand its exports, to profit from 
its investment in North Korea, and to use North Korea as a logistics hub. 

The Park Administration’s Engagement

Park Geun-hye, who comes from the same party to which Lee Myung Bak 
belonged, took office on 25 February 2013 and adopted a North Korea policy 
that is similar to that of Lee, maintaining the 5.24 sanctions against North 
Korea that Lee instituted in May 2010 and making South Korea’s provi-
sion of large-scale economic assistance to the North conditional upon its 
denuclearization. Just before and after the onset of the Park administration, 
Pyongyang conducted its third nuclear test on 12 February and withdrew all 
North Korean workers from the KIC in April 2013, using a joint ROK-US 
military drill as a pretext.  

However, compared to Lee, Park has been more eager to improve inter-
Korea relations and expand economic engagement for that purpose. Her 
eagerness can be attributed to: (1) South Korea’s structural need to enhance 
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its economic competitiveness as discussed above, (2) the failure of Lee’s 
hardline policy toward North Korea to improve inter-Korea relations and 
to promote the North’s denuclearization, (3) the economic success of the 
KIC, (4) the progress of China and Russia’s economic engagement with 
the North, and (5) Kim Jong Un’s eagerness to expand North Korea’s inter-
national economic relations.

With regard to the KIC, President Park decided not to permanently shut 
it down despite Pyongyang’s outrageous unilateral withdrawal of the workers. 
This is partly because the South Korean companies at the KIC were doing 
well, taking advantage of the cheap, diligent North Korean workers. Produc-
tion expanded even after the 5.24 sanctions that froze the establishment of 
businesses by new companies at the KIC. There have been significant calls 
from business circles, particularly small and medium-sized businesses, for 
the establishment of additional industrial complexes in North Korea, even 
after the shocking withdrawal.27 The operations of the KIC resumed in 
September 2014. Consequently, South Korea remains the North’s second 
biggest trade partner, with their bilateral trade standing at $1.1 billion in 
2013 according to the ROK Unification Ministry. 

In October 2013 Park proposed the “Eurasia Initiative.” In the initiative, 
she advocated connecting logistics networks, linking energy infrastructure 
including electricity grids, gas and oil pipelines, and co-developing China’s 
shale gas and eastern Siberia’s petroleum and gas.28 As a part of the con-
nection of logistics networks, she proposed establishment of a “Silk Road 
Express” that would connect rail and road networks from South Korea’s 
Busan to Europe via North Korea. 

Park intends to utilize the Eurasia Initiative to build trust between the 
two Koreas, as can be seen from her North Korea policy which is called the 

“Korean Peninsula Trust-Building Process.” The process entails economic 
engagement with North Korea in three stages: (1) humanitarian assistance 
such as food aid, (2) low-level economic cooperation in such fields as agri-
culture and forestry, and (3) large-scale investment in projects to develop 
infrastructure such as transportation and communication. It is notable that 
the Park administration has shown willingness to implement the first two 
stages without making North Korea’s denuclearization a precondition.29
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As a concrete step in accordance with the Eurasia Initiative and the 
Korean Peninsula Trust-Building Process, in November 2013 President 
Park and President Putin agreed to strengthen their efforts to implement 
a trans-Korean/trans-Siberian railroad, which could significantly reduce 
freight times between the Far East and Europe.30 As a first step, they agreed 
that three major South Korean firms (Korea Railroad Corporation, Hyundai 
Merchant Marine, and POSCO, one of the biggest steel companies in the 
world) would take part in Russia’s project with North Korea to improve 
Russia’s railway access from Hassan to Rajin and modernize the port of 
Rajin, in the form of the three firms’ contribution to Russia’s capital share of 
RasonKonTrans. As a starter, the companies intended to ship Russian coal 
to the port of Pohang by the end of 2014, where POSCO has a major steel 
factory.31 This development is particularly noteworthy because it amounts 
to virtual easing of the 5.24 sanctions. Seoul allowed an eighteen-member 
delegation of the three companies to visit Rason in February 2014, which was 
followed by another thirty-eight-member delegation including government 
officials in July 2014. Pyongyang unofficially welcomed Seoul’s involvement 
in its joint project with Moscow.32 It should be noted that POSCO and 
Hyundai have been constructing a 150-square-meter international logistics 
complex in Hunchun, China, 53 kilometers away from Rajin since September 
2012. Their involvement in the two projects indicates their strong intention 
to build a logistics network in the three-nation border region.

In March 2014, in her speech at the Dresden University of Technology, 
Park again expressed her eagerness to conduct active economic engagement 
with the North, not only to improve the humanitarian situation there but also 
to promote South Korea’s economic interests, in addition to making an effort 
to restore a sense of common nationhood as a basis for Korean unification. 
She stressed the mutual benefits that both parties can expect from South 
Korea’s development of North Korea’s natural resources, arguing that “[t]
his would organically combine South Korean capital and technology with 
North Korean resources and labor and redound to the eventual formation of 
an economic community on the Korean Peninsula.”33 She went on, express-
ing her intention to “push forward collaborative projects involving both 
Koreas and China centered on the North Korean city of Shinuiju, among 
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others… [I]n tandem with trilateral projects among the two Koreas and 
Russia, including the Rajin-Khasan joint project currently in the works.”34

Following the Dresden Speech, in August 2014 the ROK Ministry of 
Unification announced a comprehensive inter-Korea development program 
for Seoul to pursue, which was the first detailed plan for large-scale infra-
structure investments.35 The program included: Kaesong-Sinuiju railway and 
Kaesong-Pyongyang expressway repairs, Imjin River flood prevention, sup-
port for North Korea’s fishing industry, vitalization of inter-Korea shipping, 
and gradual resumption of trade and commerce depending on the progress in 
improvement in inter-Korea relations. Furthermore, on 18 September 2014, 
the Export-Import Bank of Korea signed an agreement with its Chinese, 
Russian, and Mongolian counterparts to launch the Northeast Asia EXIM 
Banks Association to cooperate in financing joint development projects in 
Northeast Asia, and expressed its resolve to take the lead in promoting such 
projects in the region.36

Although Pyongyang denounced the Dresden Speech,37 it is quite pos-
sible that it would allow South Korea to take part in the China-DPRK joint 
projects of Kaesong-Sinuiju railway and Kaesong-Pyongyang expressway 
repairs, considering its support for South Korea’s participation of the Rajin-
Khasan project, its participation in the 2014 Asian Games held in Incheon, 
and its dispatch of three of its highest-ranking officials to Incheon on 4 
October 2014—the vice chairman of the National Defense Commission 
and Director of the General Political Bureau Hwang Pyong So, believed 
to be the No. 2 after Kim Jong Un; Secretary of the Central Committee 
of the Workers’ Party Choe Ryong Hae, believed to the former No. 2; and 
Director of the United Front Department Kim Yang Gon—who were 
greeted by the ROK Unification Minister Ryoo Kihl Jae and National 
Security Director Kim Kwan Jin.

Conclusion

Compared to the United States and Japan, China, Russia, and South 
Korea have considered North Korea as more important to their economic 
development. Hence, this explains their more active economic engagement 
with North Korea. As discussed above, North Korea’s structural attributes, 
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particularly its geographic location, natural resource endowment, and its 
cheap, diligent, and sizable working population make it attractive to these 
three countries. For North Korea, it remains important to improve its poor 
economic conditions and thereby enhance its regime stability through 
international economic exchanges. In fact, Pyongyang under the leadership 
of Kim Jong Un has been very active in promoting economic development 
and improving economic conditions of the North Korean people. This can 
be seen from Kim Jong Un’s New Year addresses in 2013 and 2014 in which 
he gave precedence to economic development and from the actual policy 
measures he has taken. 

For instance, in October 2013 Pyongyang decided to establish thirteen 
more special economic zones (SEZs) and has made administrative changes 
in order to attract foreign investment in North Korea.38 It also decided to 
create a high-tech industrial park in Kaesong, near the KIC. In November 
2013 construction of the park was started by the Peace Economic Develop-
ment Group, a consortium of foreign investors from Hong Kong, Singapore, 
Australia, the Middle East, and Africa.39

In June 2014 North Korea merged the Joint Venture and Investment 
Commission and the State Economic Development Commission into a 
new Ministry of External Economic Affairs, thereby unifying the divided 
authorities to manage SEZs. In July 2014 it announced six new SEZs, 
including the Unjong technology development zone in Pyongyang and the 
Kangryong international green model zone in a military foothold near the 
Northern Limit Line (NLL). Opening up these militarily important areas 
to foreign investment indicates Pyongyang’s seriousness in promoting eco-
nomic development. It has also eased the government control of the economy, 
giving farmers and managers greater autonomy. There have been reports of 
increase in production in the agricultural and manufacturing sectors. 

Paradoxically, Pyongyang’s greater focus on economic development 
resulted from its success in the satellite launch in December 2012 and the 
third nuclear test in February 2013. Its nuclear and missile development has 
reached the stage where Kim Jong Un can say to the North Korean people 
and the military that his country has achieved the goal of becoming a mili-
tarily strong state and that its next goal is to become an economically strong 
state. Thus, the military development has given North Korea’s leadership 
an opportunity to shift its priority from military to economic development. 
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Success of the ongoing economic reforms would enhance the relative 
power of the reformists vis-à-vis the conservatives within the Kim Jong 
Un regime, and would thereby increase the chance of continuation and 
expansion of economic reforms. Considering the convergence of economic 
interests among North Korea, China, Russia, and South Korea, North 
Korea’s economic interactions with these countries are likely to continue 
and may well expand not only bilaterally but also multilaterally, as can be 
seen from South Korea’s participation in the Rajin-Khasan joint project.

If further expansion of the economic engagement by China, Russia, and 
South Korea improves North Korea’s economic conditions and increases 
North Korea’s eagerness to maintain and expand its profitable economic rela-
tions with them, this might reduce the risk of Pyongyang selling its nuclear 
technologies and materials to other countries or terrorists. Also, engagement 
expansion might make North Korea more willing to refrain from making 
provocations such as conducting another nuclear test—although this would 
not necessarily stop North Korea’s weapons development, which is aimed 
at countering the continuing economic and military pressures from the 
United States, as can be seen from its nuclear and missile development 
in the context of expanding economic interactions with China and South 
Korea. Furthermore, if the third nuclear test was as successful as Pyongyang 
claims, then the military need for a fourth test is not very strong. Considering 
these factors, there is a good chance for further expansion of North Korea’s 
economic interactions with China, Russia, and South Korea. 

If South Korea, prompted by the economic engagement of China and 
Russia, fully lifts its 5.24 sanctions and reaps more profits from greater eco-
nomic engagement with the North, then Japan may well find it increasingly 
disadvantageous to maintain its trade embargo on the North. In fact, the 
Japan-DPRK agreement in May 2014 can be seen in this light—that is, as 
Tokyo’s attempt to restart its economic engagement. Although the North 
Korea nuclear issue and the US economic sanctions against the North likely 
continue to limit the economic engagement of South Korea and Japan, the 
two countries may seek to expand the engagement within the limitations. 
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chapter 6

The North Korea Problem 
from South Korea’s Perspective
Jihwan HWANG

What national interests of South Korea are involved in the North Korea 
problem? What recently embarrasses South Korea most in this regard is 
that as North Korea’s dependence on China gets bigger, its dependence on 
South Korea gets smaller. North Korea’s increasing dependence on China 
is in part a natural result of China’s rise in East Asia,1 but it is also because 
North Korea is deliberately relying less on South Korea. This situation 
must mean that while China’s influence on North Korea is growing, South 
Korea’s influence is getting weaker. As Robert O. Keohane and Joseph S. 
Nye Jr. explain,2 asymmetric interdependence can be the origin of power. 
It implies that as North Korea’s sensitivity and vulnerability to China are 
getting larger, so is China’s influence on North Korea.

Table 1 and Table 2 indicate that North Korea’s economic dependence on 
South Korea has been decreasing or static since 2008, when President Lee 
Myung Bak took office.3 While North Korea’s trade with South Korea has 
been increasing overall (though somewhat fluctuating), the rate of the rise 
has stagnated since 2008. The Lee Myung Bak government (2008–2013) 
dramatically reduced South Korea’s economic aid to North Korea.4 These 
data clearly mean that North Korea has become economically less dependent 
on South Korea than before, which implies that South Korea’s economic 
influence on North Korea is weakening.
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Table 1. North Korea’s Trade with South Korea (million US dollars) 

 

Year 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 
Exports 340 520 765 932 934 1,044 914 1,074 615 
Imports 715 830 1,032 888 745 868 800 897 521 
Total 1,055 1,350 1,798 1,820 1,679 1,912 1,714 1,971 1,136 

 

 

Table 2. South Korea’s Economic Aid to North Korea (billion Korean won) 

 

Year 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 
Governmental 314.7 227.3 348.8 43.8 29.4 20.4 6.5 2.3 13.5 
Nongovernmental 77.9 70.9 90.9 72.5 37.7 20.0 13.1 11.8 5.1 
Total 392.6 298.2 439.7 116.3 67.1 40.4 19.6 14.1 18.6 

 

 

Table 3. North Korea’s Trade with China (million US dollars) 

 

Year 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012  
Exports 496 467 581 754 1,887 1,187 2,464 2,480  
Imports 1,084 1,231 1,392 2,033 793 2,277 3,165 3,530  
Total 1,580 1,698 1,973 2,787 2,680 3,464 5,629 6,010  
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Conversely, Table 3 shows that North Korea’s economic dependence 
on China is growing quickly. North Korea’s trade with China more than 
doubled during the Lee Myung Bak government, and is likely to be increas-
ing continuously. In reality, North Korea has recently made up for the 
decrement from South Korea with an increment from China. North Korea 
is thus now economically much more dependent on China than on South 
Korea, which will lead to a difference in economic influence on North Korea. 
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Of course, the growing Chinese influence but weakening South Korean 
influence on North Korea has not just occurred in the economic area. 
Chinese influence is also much stronger in diplomatic and military areas.5 

If South Korea wants to have as much control over affairs on the Korean 
Peninsula in an era of a changing balance of power as it had for the last two 
decades since the early 1990s, South Korea itself should make every effort to 
enlarge its influence over North Korea. The security environment favorable 
to South Korea around the Korean Peninsula mainly resulted from the US 
preponderance of power in East Asia after the end of the Cold War, but 
the balance of power in the region appears to be changing again and has 
become less advantageous for South Korea.6 South Korea cannot safeguard 
its own national interests without increasing its influence on North Korea.

The South Korea Debate: Conservatives vs. Liberals

There is a serious debate between conservatives and liberals in South Korea 
about how to deal with North Korea. Liberals expect that Pyongyang may 
be willing to give up the nuclear option or that it has been simply using the 
nuclear issue to gain concessions from the United States and South Korea. 
Conservatives do not believe that North Korea will voluntarily sacrifice its 
nuclear weapons program for any reason. In their view, Pyongyang per-
ceives keeping nuclear weapons as a vital interest and therefore the apparent 
willingness of the DPRK to offer concessions was merely a stalling tactic. 
Conservatives say North Korea is determined to possess its nuclear weapons 
regardless of any security assurances. Given the seriousness of the North 
Korea nuclear crisis, Pyongyang may well feel that possession of nuclear 
weapons is a better guarantee against US nuclear strikes than any other 
verbal security guarantees that the United States and South Korea may 
offer. In this perspective, North Korea is not likely to voluntarily give up 
its nuclear weapons.

Some conservatives argue that North Korea has sought to reunify the 
Korean Peninsula with its nuclear weapons program. They say that given 
the North’s record of aggressive behavior, acquiring nuclear weapons will 
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reinforce Pyongyang’s inclination to invade the South. Even if Pyongyang’s 
nuclear capability were used only as a deterrent against the US nuclear 
threat, the dangerousness of North Korea as a rogue state would inevitably 
increase. Thus, these conservatives are skeptical of the notion that Pyong-
yang’s intentions have changed from offensive to defensive.

Liberals, however, argue that North Korea can be persuaded or bought 
off to suspend its nuclear weapons program if the United States and South 
Korea guarantee its security and offer appropriate economic rewards.7 
Because North Korea may give up its nuclear weapons under certain cir-
cumstances, they believe that the North Korea nuclear issue is an “avoidable 
crisis.” Thus, they argue that negotiations should be done on the assumption 
that Pyongyang might be “talked down” from its defiant nuclear posture. 
They do not deny that North Korea wishes to develop nuclear weapons for 
its security. It is not unreasonable to them that any nation with intense secu-
rity concerns such as those of North Korea should wish to possess nuclear 
weapons. Furthermore, they recognize that the nuclear program became a 
useful tool of diplomacy and a flexible support system by drawing world 
attention to Pyongyang and establishing a firmer power basis for the regime. 
North Korea’s significance to the world with the bomb is much greater than 
it is without the bomb. Thus, liberals believe that the North Korea nuclear 
program can be shut down if Pyongyang’s security concerns and economic 
difficulties are addressed. Because North Korea’s goal is regime survival, not 
a military confrontation with the United States and South Korea, liberals 
argue, the nuclear weapons program is intended as a deterrent and a bar-
gaining chip to ensure the survival of the regime. To them, although North 
Korea is not the most reliable negotiating partner and may even cheat if it 
is allowed to, it is likely to give up most, if not all, of its nuclear capabilities 
and engage the international community peacefully, as long as its security 
concerns are addressed and it feels that the long-term military and economic 
benefit outweighs the short-term benefit of developing nuclear weapons.

The Kim Dae Jung and Roh Moo Hyun governments supported the lib-
eral view and energetically pursued negotiation with the North. Conversely, 
the Lee Myung Bak and Park Geun-hye governments acted according to 
the conservative perspective.
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How Do We Resolve the North Korea Problem?

What kind of solution would best suit South Korea’s national interests? The 
North Korea issue may not be one that can be solved simply by changing the 
policy of the international community or of the South Korea government. 
Previous South Korea governments lacked programs that, even if successful, 
had the ability to transform the nature of the North Korean regime. The 
possibility of the North’s leadership promoting a reform program along 
the lines of the Chinese or Vietnamese model is low due to North Korea’s 
domestic situation and the security environment on the Korean Peninsula. 
South Korea’s policymaking should focus on how to lead North Korea’s 
leadership to pursue its own interests through means that are compatible 
with a peaceful relationship with Seoul.8

If North Korea’s leaders began trying to reform their system, the immedi-
ate result would be heightened socioeconomic instability due to the loosened 
grip on internal politics, so the DPRK leaders would feel increasingly threat-
ened by their relative weakness compared to South Korea.9 Therefore for 
the successful resolution of the North Korea issue, there must be a linked 
internal-external strategy that consists of North Korea both giving up its 
nuclear weapons and promoting an economic reform program, while South 
Korea and the international society simultaneously ensure and support the 
safety of this policy.10 This is why South Korea’s government should create 
a new North Korea policy that increases the South’s leverage on the North’s 
perception and decision-making procedure. A new policy should also seek 
to engage both the United States and China.

The discussions of a peace regime on the Korean Peninsula will be limited 
and ineffective unless recent changes in international relations are consid-
ered. A broad format such as the previous Six-Party Talks is necessary and 
should account for the changing balance of power between the United 
States and China. The difficulty here, however, is crafting a strategy that 
can succeed in the absence of trust between the two great powers around 
the Korean Peninsula.

Advocating a new policy of engaging both the United States and China 
in a solution to the North Korea crisis may seem reckless and unrealistic, 
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but the current environment surrounding the Korean Peninsula is actually 
quite favorable for implementing such a new policy despite the apparent 
difficulties. It becomes clearer if we understand that North Korea is facing 
a three-fold crisis of nuclear, economic, and leadership problems, while its 
external behavior burdens China. Thus, resolving the North Korea problem 
requires fundamental reform in all sectors including politics, international 
relations, the economy, and the socio-cultural realm as well as the nuclear 
issue.11 In order to produce a new North Korea policy, South Korea’s gov-
ernment should find out how to lead North Korea to achieve fundamental 
reform and abandon its Songun (military-first) policy, which puts first 
priority on the military sector, as well as the Byungjin (in tandem) policy 
that seeks to develop nuclear weapons capability and the economy simulta-
neously. South Korea cannot depend on China’s influence on North Korea 
to achieve this task. Given North Korea’s political situation, unless change 
in the political structure comes first, there is a very low chance that nuclear 
weapons will be given up and economic reforms will be carried out. China, 
however, is unlikely to seek to change North Korea’s political structure 
because this is a sovereignty issue.

In this context, it is necessary that South Korea’s government aim to make 
North Korea decide its strategy regarding nuclear weapons and economic 
reforms during its process of achieving the regime stability. 

Turning Pyongyang from a “military-first policy” to an “economy-first 
policy” cannot be done by Chinese influence, but can be done through South 
Korea’s influence on North Korea. This is why South Korea’s government 
should pursue a North Korea policy that strengthens ROK’s leverage over 
North Korea.

Given the changing balance of power on the Korean Peninsula, it is also 
necessary to resolve the problem of “excess security” caused by the military 
tension between the two Koreas. In order to achieve this difficult task, South 
Korea should come up with a new North Korea policy that would increase 
the North’s dependence on the South. The first step for this is to rethink the 
changes in the balance of power after the end of US unipolarity in world 
politics and to take advantage of the changing relationship between the 
United States and China.12
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The United States, China, and 
South Korea’s Foreign Policy

In bargaining or negotiating with other countries regarding the North Korea 
problem, what would be the minimum that South Korea demands? After 
Kim Jong Il’s sudden death in December 2011, North Korea has been more 
dependent on China as the new leadership cannot help but seek China’s 
support in order to stabilize North Korean society. However, it is not in 
South Korea’s interest to let North Korea keep increasing its dependence 
on China and let China keep increasing its influence over North Korea. 
China’s growing influence over North Korea will inevitably lead to its lever-
age on the whole Korean Peninsula and also affect South Korea–China 
relations, not only with regard to the North Korea issue but also with 
regard to South Korea’s strategic choice between the United States and 
China. Some may argue that even the changing balance of power between 
the United States and China does not challenge South Korea’s strategic 
choice in the post–Cold War security environment in East Asia because 
the Obama administration’s declaration that the United States is an Asia-
Pacific country and pursuit of a “pivot to Asia” or “rebalancing” toward East 
Asia compensate for the rise of relative Chinese power.13  The changes in 
the balance of power in East Asia result not only from the relative decline 
of the United States, but also from China’s rapid increase in military and 
economic power. Thus, if South Korea wants to keep its initiative on the 
Korean Peninsula in spite of the changing balance of power in East Asia, 
it needs to balance against China’s influence over North Korea. In order 
to balance against China’s influence, South Korea should seek to enlarge 
its influence over North Korea by encouraging the North to depend more 
and more on the South Korean side.

However, North Korea will be very reluctant to increase its dependence 
on South Korea under such a changing balance of power because the rise of 
China and the decline of the United States in East Asia create a less favorable 
security environment for North Korea compared with the post–Cold War 
framework, it is more likely to avoid the further increase of South Korean 
and US influence. North Korea, of course, would not want to be under 
excessive Chinese influence either, but it will seek to make use of China to 
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confront South Korea and the United States. In short, North Korea will 
build up its negotiating capability by taking advantage of the new balance 
of power in East Asia. For example, as shown in the cases of the sinking of 
the South Korean corvette Cheonan and the shelling of Yeonpyeong Island 
in 2010, North Korea will try to escalate the tension between the United 
States and China regarding the issues of the Korean Peninsula. If the Six-
Party Talks resume in the future after their long period of suspension since 
December 2008, North Korea is more likely to insist on its demands and to 
stand firm by highlighting the conflict between the positions of the United 
States and China.

In order to cope with the changing balance of power in East Asia and 
North Korea’s new balancing behavior, South Korea must make every effort 
to enlarge its common perspective with China. South Korea should demand 
that the United States and China meet together to talk about the future 
of North Korea and the Korean Peninsula. A significant challenge will be 
persuading the United States and China to share their perceptions and 
policy preferences with South Korea. If China perceives South Korea to 
be a more important player than North Korea in East Asia, it will be easier 
to persuade China to rethink the denuclearization and reunification of the 
Korean Peninsula, which will serve not only Korean but also China’s interests 
in the long run. Given the importance of asymmetric interdependence as a 
source of power, South Korea should seek to upgrade Korea-China relations 
and cause China to depend more on South Korea not only economically 
but also strategically, because China’s influence on the South as well as 
on the North will grow if North Korea’s dependence on China increases 
asymmetrically.

On the other hand, it is necessary for South Korea to lead North Korea 
to depend more on South Korea than on China. If North Korea is getting 
more dependent on South Korea, South Korea will have more leverage on 
the issues of the Korean Peninsula and it will be easier to persuade China 
to agree to South Korean initiatives. Increasing South Korea’s influence on 
North Korea while decreasing China’s influence is how South Korea should 
respond to the rise of China in East Asia.

It is important to know what areas of South Korea’s position regarding 
North Korea are negotiable, and could possibly be compromised in order to 
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reach agreements with other countries in the region on a common approach 
to dealing with North Korea. In this regard, South Korea may guarantee 
the security of North Korea in the early phase of North Korea’s transfor-
mation from military-first politics into economy-first politics in order to 
build mutual trust. This guarantee would involve not only protecting against 
external threats to North Korea but also maintaining domestic security 
under the Kim Jong Un leadership. Signing the North Korea–US peace 
treaty that North Korea is demanding in return for the abandonment of 
its nuclear weapons and the nonaggression pact by the United States and 
South Korea can be considered as a possible way to guarantee the security 
of North Korea. In addition, the establishment of liaison offices could lay 
the groundwork for the normalization of North Korea–US and North 
Korea–Japan relations. Most importantly, establishing US liaison offices 
in North Korea has been discussed several times, the 1994 Geneva Agreed 
Framework being the most representative case. Improvements in North 
Korea–US and North Korea–Japan relations may be necessary to resolve 
problems related to excessive security and excessive military concerns, and 
also be acceptable to South Korea.

China’s active guarantee of the security of North Korea would be a daring 
way to increase North Korea’s perception of safety from external threats. 
After the early 1990s, North Korea’s fear of external threats has rapidly 
increased since the former Soviet Union collapsed and China lost its status 
as a security patron of North Korea in the process of systemic transformation. 
North Korea at that time lost the option of external balancing, namely alli-
ances, so it devoted all its strength to internal balancing, through armaments, 
in order to deal with the collapse of the balance of power on the Korean 
Peninsula. Thus, South Korea may be open to negotiating an arrangement 
in which China, with US assent, secures the current North Korean regime. 
Considering Sino-US or Sino–South Korea relations, it is not realistic to 
expect that China could provide extended deterrence to North Korea, but 
the improvement of Sino–North Korea security ties may be a great help 
in easing the fears that North Korea has, and also matches the strategic 
interests of China. South Korea may consider this option if it helps North 
Korea to give up its nuclear weapons program because on balance South 
Korea’s security would arguably increase under this circumstance.
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In Search of Regional Cooperation

What would be the best way to get the region to cooperate in solving the 
North Korea problem? And what is most likely to happen? I recommend 
a long-term plan to get the region to cooperate in solving the North Korea 
problem fundamentally, not just to resolve the North Korea nuclear issue.14 
For North Korea, the nuclear issue is deeply connected to the future of the 
regime and the stability of its rule. Dealing with this problem requires more 
than naïve engagement, hard-line punishment or the strategy of benign 
neglect. The “Sunshine” engagement policy pursued by Presidents Kim Dae 
Jung and Roh Moo Hyun, which offered unconditional support, failed to 
provide incentives for deep and permanent change in North Korea. On the 
other hand, coercive hard-line punishment, or a strategy of benign neglect 
only harden Pyongyang’s perception of Seoul as an adversary rather than 
a partner. In fact, if the North Korean regime is pushed into a corner, it 
may become more risk-acceptant and choose to lash out to avoid a loss of 
face for the regime.15 This situation would be very similar to the desperate 
mindset of “double or nothing” by terrorists who resort to suicide bombing, 
believing that they have nothing to lose. Nobody in the region wants to see 
such a worst-case scenario realized on the Korean Peninsula.

Thus, I recommend that the international society needs to provide North 
Korea with a face-saving exit even in a deep crisis and to persuade the North 
to accept the exit plan. In fact, there is a precedent for Pyongyang changing 
its course of action to save face. During the first nuclear crisis through the 
early 1990s, North Korea had confronted the United States but in June 
1994 was suddenly willing to accommodate US demands in the face of the 
extreme danger to regime survival implied by UN sanctions and a prospec-
tive US attack.16 This historical example shows that it is possible to narrow 
the reference points between North Korea and international society, and 
that coercion alone without a face-saving plan will probably make North 
Korea more risk-acceptant. In short, it is necessary for the region to find 
a way of getting North Korea to concede and change its course of action 
with its pride intact and without feeling disregarded.
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chapter 7

The North Korea 
Problem and China
Interests, Debates, and Roadmaps
ZHENG Jiyong

China sees the Korean Peninsula as its strategic frontier. During China’s 
history, some of the largest-scale military operations have occurred on the 
Korean Peninsula. The latest campaign was the Korean War in the 1950s, 
through which China escaped from the possibility of control by the Soviet 
Union and the United States, and then leaped to the status of a major 
Asia-Pacific power.1 

Korean affairs continue to be important to China’s national interests.2 
The challenge is to discern the “core” interests within China’s publicly-stated 
policy positions related to Korea. A close evaluation of these interests is 
warranted. Regarding both the short-term issues of the nuclear weapons 
crisis and provocation, as well as the longer-term issue of how North Korea 
fits into the region, do they really affect China’s interests? 

National Interests of China

The most significant characteristic of international relations on the Korean 
Peninsula is that the great powers pass the resolutions and the weak powers 
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make the decisions.3 The stability of relations among great powers brings 
the stability of the Korean Peninsula. From a structural point of view, the 
strategic interactions between China and the United States determine 
China’s diplomatic policies toward the two Koreas, and those policies both 
reflect and impact Sino-US relations.4 If Sino-US relations are relatively 
stable, relevant nations can basically ensure smooth North Korea nuclear 
crisis management. In Northeast Asia, if there is to be a soft landing for 
any crisis in the Korean Peninsula, great power coordination or compromise 
must be achieved.5

The main diplomatic strategies of the incumbent Chinese government 
can be summarized as “the big country is a valve key, the periphery is para-
mount, the developing countries are ground work, and multilateralism is 
an important stage.”6 The reality and history of the Korean Peninsula is 
the best example that can reflect China’s diplomatic strategies. Since Xi 
Jinping took over the decision-making responsibility regarding foreign 
affairs, China’s Korean Peninsula policy has shown a willingness to take 
proactive measures.7 The process of solving the Korea problem has become 
a testing ground and a cornerstone for China to practice the new type of 
relationship between major countries.

Peace, stability, and denuclearization have always defined China’s national 
interests on the Korean Peninsula. More concretely, we can say that actions 
that meet those three principles coincide with China’s national interests, 
while opposite actions threaten China’s interests.

In the short term, factors causing instability in the Korean Peninsula, 
especially the rapid development of nuclear issues, the instability of North 
Korea’s politics (such as the execution of Jang Song Taek, raising concerns of 
instability in North Korea), and the uncertainty in the inter-Korea relation-
ship, have affected China’s interests. Since 2006, North Korea has conducted 
three nuclear tests, shocking the neighboring countries, including China, 
after which the sinking of the South Korean warship Cheonan and the 
Yeonpyeong Island incident also occurred.

On the North Korea nuclear crisis, China provides a clear and firm 
viewpoint in opposition to a nuclear DPRK. Firstly, the testing and develop-
ment of nuclear weapons is threatening to China’s national security. China 
does not want the number of its neighbors that possess nuclear weapons to 
increase. No country wants its neighbors to own nuclear weapons, no matter 
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if it is a friend or an adversary, and this is the most basic principle of realism. 
At the same time, if it is true that “North Korea wants to sell its mature 
nuclear technologies to gain economic support,”8 this nuclear proliferation 
will threaten China’s security. In addition, North Korea’s political instability 
can cause loss of control of nuclear technology or materials.

Secondly, North Korea’s nuclear tests are greatly harmful to China’s 
environmental safety. China has concerns about nuclear safety. The hazard 
of the Chernobyl accident is well known, and the leakage of the Japanese 
Fukushima nuclear plant has still not been controlled effectively. Since 
great powers such as the Soviet Union and Japan could not handle nuclear 
disasters effectively, it would be an environmental disaster for China if those 
nuclear problems occur in a relatively less developed country like North 
Korea. Earthquakes in China’s frontier regions such as Yanbian were reported 
after the nuclear tests in 2009 and 2013, along with perceived tremors. The 
residents are not only afraid of the earthquakes, but also the health effects of 
nuclear radiation. Similarly, the Changbai (Paektu) Mountain is a dormant 
volcano, and nuclear tests may induce volcanic eruptions and earthquakes. 
If the Changbai Mountain were to erupt, a large area of China would suffer.

Thirdly, North Korea’s possession of nuclear weapons may cause a domino 
effect, pushing Japan, Korea, and other countries, perhaps even Taiwan, to 
consider developing nuclear weapons. Although North Korea’s possession 
of nuclear weapons is not the only reason for Japan and the ROK to pursue 
nuclear weapons, and sometimes just an excuse, it is indeed an incentive. 
Many politicians from the ROK have proposed developing and deploying 
nuclear weapons to deter North Korea.9 

Fourthly, North Korea’s possession of nuclear weapons will threaten 
China’s international moral standing. As a founding member of the UN, 
a member of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), and a 
Member State of the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), China bears much 
responsibility for global nuclear security and local stability. If it appears 
to be not playing a responsible role regarding the nuclear situation on the 
Korean Peninsula, China’s international image as a responsible great power 
will be greatly damaged.

Furthermore, if there is a conflict between North Korea and the ROK, as 
the largest neighbor, China will not and cannot stay out. It is China’s geo-
political fate to be involved in Korean Peninsula affairs. The basic principles 
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of China’s policies toward the Korean Peninsula, such as a peace, stability, 
and denuclearization, can be understood logically. Therefore, China opposes 
the right of any party to threaten others, for those actions will result in an 
unstable situation. Although the Cold War ended long ago, the Cold War 
structure on the Korean Peninsula still remains, determined by geopolitics. 
Conflicts and instability on the Korean Peninsula will inevitably lead to 
a greater surrounding military presence and the expansion of armaments. 
Incidents such as Cheonan and Yeonpyeong Island, although they are not 
directly related to China, encouraged the United States, Japan, and the 
ROK to conduct military exercises on China’s periphery frequently, which 
threatened China’s security directly.10

In the long-term perspective, peace, stability, and denuclearization of the 
Korean Peninsula coincide with China’s most important national interests. 
The core problem is the North Korea problem, namely how to make the 
DPRK integrate into the international community. China’s starting-point is 
not to reconstruct or change North Korea. The reconstruction of its political 
trajectory will only bring internal instability, which will then lead to disorder 
and instability. North Korea is taking the urisik (“our style”) path, which 
is different from the approaches taken by the ROK, Japan, and China, and 
we should respect the choice of their government. History has proven that 
a path that is not suitable for their actual situation will only bring chaos 
and instability. What China can do is to show to North Korea which path 
may be the most suitable one, for raising the quality of Korean people’s 
livelihood, rather than forcing it to change.

As ROK President Park Geun-hye said, the lack of mutual trust, confi-
dence, and international credibility has contributed to bad images on all sides. 
Mutual trust comes from confidence and international credibility. North 
Korea’s top concern is regime security. After the former Soviet Union and 
Eastern European countries collapsed in the 1980s, and the establishment 
of diplomatic relations between Beijing and Seoul and between Seoul and 
Moscow, Pyongyang failed to get recognition from the United States and 
Japan in the mid-1990s. After that the relationship between Beijing and 
Pyongyang suffered from a long-term chill. Coupled with the effect of the 
recent Libya, Iraq, and Syria situations (even though these states abandoned 
the nuclear weapons or had no chemical weapons, their governments were 
condemned or attacked), North Korea’s basic thesis that the great powers’ 
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promises are not credible, and that the dismantling of nuclear weapons 
and abandonment of other weapons will certainly lead to death, North 
Korea has been suffering from multilateral isolation. North Korea believes 
that only the possession of nuclear weapons can protect their regime and 
qualify them to negotiate with the United States. Therefore North Korea 
has advanced further and further along the path of developing missiles and 
nuclear weapons. 

The beginning of a solution to this problem still lies in confidence, trust, 
and international credibility, especially between the DPRK and the United 
States. Since Pyongyang regards nuclear weapons as a panacea, we should 
try to make the DPRK government believe that nuclear weapons are use-
less to solve its basic problems—these weapons will not lead to prosperity, 
enhance Pyongyang’s political self-confidence, increase the country’s military 
security, or bring international prestige to North Korea. 

Fortunately, North Korea is aware of this problem, is undergoing a posi-
tive change after the accession of Kim Jong Un, and is developing basically 
stably and in a relatively secure fashion. Currently, North Korea is gradually 
diluting its strong military focus, maintaining an appropriate conventional 
force, focusing on greater professionalism in its military, and withdrawing 
the influence of the military from economic fields; a number of young cadres 
who understand the economy and management are beginning to emerge 
on the political scene.11

Currently, North Korea is faced with several key issues. The first is to 
maintain political stability to make sure Kim Jong Un’s government becomes 
more stable and more powerful. After a series of purges, the new regime led 
by Kim Jong Un has found a good solution to this problem. The second is to 
improve people’s livelihood and economy. Long-term domestic and inter-
national political pressures had made livelihood issues stay in a secondary 
position, and so the military-first policy made the military services develop 
abnormally. What Kim Jong Un must do to solve this is to implement the 
provision of food and clothing to the people more effectively, as the public’s 
expectations for the economy have become critical, and livelihood issues 
should be solved without delay.12 Thirdly, people’s support of the Rodong-
dang (the Workers’ Party) is still a problem. North Korea is faced with an 
unprecedented expansion of information flow, with more than a thousand 
markets (including underground markets) and more than 2.2 million mobile 
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phones, information flow has shown explosive growth.13 In this case, there 
will clearly be tension between faith in the leaders and the needs of the real 
world; how to solve this problem in order to maintain the Rodongdang’s 
legitimacy is a serious topic.

Progress on peace on the Korean Peninsula runs in parallel with North 
Korea’s integration into the international community. China hopes the 
Korean Peninsula can eventually achieve reunification under the premise 
of peace. China has confidence that even after the peaceful reunification 
of the Korean Peninsula, and even with the continued presence of US 
troops in the ROK, a unified Korean Peninsula will still be able to maintain 
friendly relations with China, just as has happened through history. From a 
practical point of view, US troops are also stationed in Japan, which makes 
China uneasy, but Japan has still maintained friendly relations with China 
for a long time.

The Debate about How to Deal with North Korea

Needless to say, internal controversy, and sometimes very serious differences, 
exists in China on the problem of dealing with North Korea. In 2012 and 
2013, this debate was particularly intense; even such issues as the abandon-
ment of North Korea have become a public topic. Overall, the focus of this 
debate is how to position Sino–North Korea relations in the new era.

Is North Korea a geopolitical strategic asset or a burden to China? 
Traditional realists believe that North Korea retains usefulness as China’s 
geopolitical barrier.14 As in the Korean War, North Korea is still a spring-
board for maritime powers to invade the continental countries. As the 
security of North Korea and China are interdependent and indivisible, to 
protect North Korea is to defend China. Other realists believe that China 
has developed into a regional power, and even a global power, and although 
the Korean Peninsula cannot be regarded as the geopolitical barrier of 
Cold War era, it still plays an important role to consolidate and maintain 
China’s position in Northeast Asia and East Asia. China should not abro-
gate its formal alliance with North Korea. It would be better for China to 
better take advantage of the potential value of the relationship with North 
Korea based on the reality of Northeast Asia. Some liberals say, however, 



106 The North Korea Crisis and Regional Responses

that China should not keep the traditional conservative notion of realism 
regarding the value of North Korea and the Korean Peninsula any longer 
because China’s geopolitical boundaries are far beyond the Korean Peninsula 
and Northeast Asia, so China can compete with the United States at the 
global level. While North Korea’s actions have become a serious burden 
and drag for the expansion of the frontiers of China’s interests, insisting on 
traditional China-DPRK relations will be harmful to China and Northeast 
Asia. Therefore China and North Korea should either return to normal 
relations, or China should abandon North Korea.15

Should China still cling to North Korea, or favor the ROK instead? 
One view is that North Korea remains the key to solve the problems of 
Northeast Asia, and it stands at the most disadvantaged position of all the 
parties. Although the global structure of the Cold War no longer exists, the 
Korean Peninsula is still a living fossil of the Cold War, and the traditional 
geopolitical concepts and recognitions still function. The ROK and the 
United States have a traditional military alliance relationship and both 
of them still do not trust China on the issues of politics and security, so 
China should take into account the concerns and needs of North Korea.16 
Another point of view holds that the Korean Peninsula has fundamentally 
changed, and the fact that the ROK and China established diplomatic 
ties twenty years ago proves that the ROK is not a real threat to China; 
the real threat to China’s security is North Korea’s perverse and eccentric 
behavior, as it constantly creates incidents that force China to expend its 
limited foreign affairs resources, making China waste too much energy on 
the Korean Peninsula. China should give more consideration to the ROK, 
whose behavior is more normal, not North Korea. The third view is that 
China is already a world-level political and military power, and the Korean 
Peninsula issue should be considered on the basis of the broad framework of 
Sino-US relations, taking into account the balance of the ROK and North 
Korea. Hence the economic policies should be more inclined to North Korea, 
to influence the future development of North Korea, and the political and 
security policies more inclined to the ROK, to include it in China’s sphere 
of influence to a greater extent.17

Does a reunified Korean Peninsula conform to China’s national interests? 
There are two kinds of controversy about this issue. From a realist perspective, 
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the reunified Korea will be a medium-sized country with nearly eighty 
million people, and China is uncertain whether it would be pro-China or 
anti-China. Therefore, compared with this uncertainty, the current situation 
is somewhat under control. Meanwhile, the reunified Korea would not only 
possess nuclear weapons, but may also put forward claims on the territory of 
China. Therefore, China does not want to face a unified Korea. Furthermore, 
China is concerned about the possible stationing of US troops in Korea after 
unification. South Korea has proposed a variety of paths, but these do not 
include withdrawing US troops from the Korean Peninsula. For hundreds 
of years, China’s goal has been to prevent hostile forces from coming close 
to its border and has concentrated its attention, over the centuries, on the 
Korean Peninsula. There have been several large-scale wars for the Korean 
Peninsula.18 A second point of view is that, historically, China’s prosperity is 
tied to the Korean Peninsula’s prosperity and China does not have to worry 
about the reunification of the Korean Peninsula. On the contrary, China 
could benefit from a unified Korean market.

The following issues reflect these arguments, which also reflect the under-
standing of the Korean Peninsula issue among Chinese academics. First is 
the understanding of the DPRK regime. China and North Korea are both 
socialist countries and face the profound historical challenge of economically 
developing within a capitalist global system. At present, North Korea and 
China have the same political aims. Supporting such a socialist country is 
China’s duty and obligation, and is evidence of the legitimacy of the Chinese 
system. Others believe that China’s pursuit of stability and peace should be 
based on the overall situation: the whole Korean Peninsula region, rather 
than just the North Korea regime. 

Second is the understanding of nuclear issues. There are different inter-
pretations of nuclear weapons, nuclear research, and nuclear proliferation. 
Some people support the ideas of the United States and South Korea, who 
insist that North Korea must stop all nuclear activities, including research 
and development. Others argue that the nuclear issue has historical roots. 
The perceived security threat from the United States and South Korea and 
the lack of international nuclear morals led to North Korea possessing 
nuclear weapons. Therefore, the issue of nuclear disarmament should be 
carried out step by step. Accordingly, some people believe that China should 
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maximize the use of the North Korea nuclear issue to confront the United 
States and Japan’s militarism. North Korea should consider eliminating 
its nuclear weapons only after obtaining concessions from its adversaries. 

Third is the understanding of the relationship between DPRK policy 
and overall security in Northeast Asia. Some people insist that North 
Korea’s behavior led to the deterioration of the regional security environ-
ment through nuclear and missile development, provocative behavior, and 
unwillingness to make peace with Seoul. Others insist that the instability 
is coming from the United States. 

Fourth is that China should persuade or tame North Korea through 
specific methods of operation, which raises the question of whether China 
actually has the capability to control Korea. Some people have the idea 
that China has absolute control over North Korea, including in the areas 
of security, economy, and ideology, but China is reluctant to use and exert 
such influence and control. Another argument is that China and North 
Korea only have a close relationship on the surface.19

A China-Style Logic for Problem 
Solving and a Roadmap

China has its own logic for problem solving. The Korean Peninsula issue is 
essentially a development issue. With economic growth and improvement 
in people’s livelihood, the Korean Peninsula would not fall into a security 
dilemma. 

Although there are debates within China on how to deal with the Korean 
Peninsula issue, peace, stability, and denuclearization are the three basic 
principles that encompass China’s national interests. China believes that 
approaches undertaken thus far by the United States cannot resolve the 
Korean Peninsula crisis. 

China should become a supplier of public goods in Northeast Asia by 
creating and providing norms for regional peace and stability.20 On security, 
China’s goal is for cooperative security and reasonable safety. Economically, 
China should focus on economic integration in Northeast Asia. North Korea 
can restore its confidence and find new economic growth with the help 
of Japan and South Korea based on the principle of economic integration. 
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Culturally, China should focus on reunification in the future. Most impor-
tantly, the relationship between South and North Korea should be considered 
as a special state-to-state relationship, premised on the idea that Korea is 
a divided nation that will eventually be reunified. Additionally, East Asian 
countries should recognize the value of China’s approach that is relatively 
comprehensive. At the operational level, China has insisted on an economic, 
cultural, and military three-pronged strategy. For a long time, the United 
States promoted a Northeast Asia strategy based on the US-ROK alliance 
and the US-Japan alliance, while attempting to ensure absolute security 
through military power. But this kind of security-oriented strategic logic 
has reached a dead end.21 China should promote a new path. At present, 
there is rapid growth in economic cooperation between China and South 
Korea. South Korea is proposing to deepen cultural exchanges with China 
to enhance mutual political trust. Sino-ROK security cooperation has also 
been showing a rapid development momentum.22

In consultation with other countries, the following national interests 
must be protected. It is essential that Korea’s role as China’s strategic fron-
tier should not disappear. China will not tolerate unrest and conflict in the 
areas surrounding China. North Korea’s internal and external stability and 
development must be guaranteed. Also, in relation to Korean Peninsula 
affairs, China’s status as the most important neighbor and that of other 
relevant actors should not be changed. In some respects, China’s dominant 
status in Korean Peninsula affairs should not be neglected or abandoned. 
Finally, geographically, the presence of foreign forces should not disrupt 
Chinese psychological boundaries. For centuries, China has been striving 
to reject foreign intervention in the Korean Peninsula. In 1950, China suf-
fered massive casualties when it sent troops into the Korean Peninsula to 
fight against the US forces. The reason is that the decision makers at the 
time believed that if the US military passed the 38th parallel, it would be 
tantamount to a violation of China’s sovereignty.23

So, China’s fundamental principles cannot be compromised. These issues 
can be listed as follows: First, North Korea has nuclear weapons, but China’s 
determination to denuclearize North Korea is unchangeable. North Korea’s 
possession of nuclear weapons will not only threaten China’s national secu-
rity, but also be a challenge to regional and international order, especially 
to China’s authority, and may lead to a regional nuclear arms race. Second, 
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North Korea has the right to choose its own road, which must be respected. 
So far, the national condition of Pyongyang is caused by its form of govern-
ment. The form of the government should not be changed by external force; 
it can only be improved during the process of development instead of being 
overturned. Third, provocative words and deeds are not helpful. Continuing 
to stir up trouble will be a threat not only to the Korean Peninsula, but also 
to its surrounding countries. The Korean Peninsula is the gateway to China.

With consultation and persuasion, compromises may be made on some 
secondary issues. Firstly is the development path of North Korea: North 
Korea tries to develop its military power and deterrence due to its severe 
security anxiety. China should actively promote dialogue and urge all sides 
to create a good surrounding environment to encourage North Korea so 
that it will dismantle its nuclear weapons. By developing and promoting 
its political confidence, North Korea will realize that only development, 
not nuclear weapons, can maintain its security.24 Secondly is the pattern 
of reunification: China has never opposed the reunification of the Korean 
Peninsula, regardless of whether it would be under a federal system or a 
confederal system, or tried to make the two Koreas wait for reunification. 
As long as the process is peaceful, Pyongyang and Seoul can make their own 
decisions, including the future of the United States Forces Korea (USFK). 
Thirdly is the way to solve the dispute: Under the principle of consultation, 
the dispute can be solved by negotiation without threatening, intimidation, 
blackmailing, or brinksmanship.25

To come to an agreement, China will possibly make compromises with 
surrounding countries in the following aspects. Initially, faced with our 
common security problems in Northeast Asia, China should take regional 
interests into consideration to cooperate with surrounding countries on the 
nuclear issue. Additionally, during the execution of the agreement, China 
can also make compromises. For example, China supports the implemen-
tation of the 9.19 Agreement and UN resolutions, which contain many 
bilateral agreements that may be helpful for it to promote international trust 
and nurture its superpower identity. And lastly, China can make practical 
compromises in the implementation of the principle of not threatening the 
peace and stability of Northeast Asia.26

In China’s view, a roadmap to peace should include four processes: the 
construction of confidence and trust, integration of North Korea into 
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international society, denuclearization of North Korea, and achieving sta-
bility and peace.27 First of all, the minimum goal is to develop the confidence 
that North Korea can achieve stability and peace. Without other countries’ 
interference and with support from the outside, North Korea and South 
Korea should try their best to trust each other. Second, the mid-term goal 
is to reach an agreement on the future of the Korean Peninsula, which 
means deciding under what conditions all sides can coexist and promote 
common development. A country outside the international society cannot 
drive its regional development. So, during this period, to achieve the goal 
that North Korea can be integrated into the region and into the interna-
tional society, relevant countries can play a role to support and supervise 
its denuclearization and political and national development. Finally, South 
Korea and North Korea can achieve unification via pragmatic means and 
bilateral agreements.
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chapter 8

Explaining Japan’s 
North Korea Policy
Yoichiro SATO

Japan’s Asia policy during the Cold War period was largely shaped by the 
regional Cold War framework, most importantly the alliance with the United 
States. Japan was to support the Republic of Korea (South Korea) on the 
divided Korean Peninsula. However, Japan’s physical and social proximity 
to Asia required it to attempt to carve out some diplomatic space in its 
dealings with communist Asia.1 Japan’s ambivalent approach toward North 
Korea has persisted into the post–Cold War period.

Japan’s policy toward North Korea has also been a reverse image of 
Japan’s relations with South Korea. Having difficulties with South Korea’s 
politicization of the colonial history, Japan has used its limited relations 
with North Korea not to the extent of “balancing” its relations with South 
Korea, but reminding the South Koreans of its displeasure. The North-South 
reconciliation during two successive South Korea governments (1999–2009) 
opened a possibility for Japan to develop a closer relationship with both, 
but the increasing security concerns about the North have dissuaded Japan 
from a rapid reconciliation.

Social linkages with North Korea further complicate Japan’s foreign policy 
toward North Korea. The issues of Japanese citizens trapped in North Korea 
(spouses of the repatriated Koreans and the abductees) and North Korea 
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hosting the Japanese Red Army terrorists continue to be both a reason for 
and an obstacle to bilateral communication.

The geographical proximity and social linkage have not made Japan a 
key player in the regional diplomacy over North Korea. Japan’s relevance 
is viewed as peripheral at best2 and distractive at worst3 in the multilat-
eral diplomacy over the nuclear crisis. However, in the long-term regional 
geopolitical context, Japan and its policy deriving from the ongoing North 
Korea crisis have been cast in a more important regard.4 Most importantly, 
the ongoing crises have shaped the course of the US-Japan alliance review.5

In this chapter, I will attempt to explain Japan’s convergence with and 
divergence from the United States and South Korea in their policies toward 
North Korea, focusing on Japan’s alliance with the United States, relations 
with South Korea, and domestic politics. During the post–Cold War years, 
Japan’s divergence has from time to time shifted toward the tougher end, 
compared to its allies, but it has also sought dialogues with the North when 
its allies did not. Why?

Background

Japan relinquished its colonial sovereignty over the Korean Peninsula by sign-
ing the San Francisco Peace Treaty in 1951. The intensifying confrontation 
between the capitalist United States and the communist Soviet Union and 
the People’s Republic of China (PRC) had recast the Korean Peninsula into 
a new geopolitical rivalry, with each camp respectively supporting its client 
regime. When a war broke out between the North and the South Korean 
regimes in June 1950, the disarmed Japan did not become an active and 
direct participant (with some exceptions).6 The US military bases throughout 
Japan quickly became the launching pads of the US war operations, and 
this emergency arrangement was endorsed in a new mutual security treaty 
in 1951. Japan and South Korea normalized their relations in 1965, while 
Japan did not seek official diplomatic relations with North Korea.

Although Japan has not opened diplomatic representation in North Korea 
to this date, informal relations with North Korea have been cultivated and 
sustained throughout the post–Korean War period. Most Korean residents 
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who came to Japan before and during the war sought repatriations to their 
homes in North and South, while some stayed as naturalized Japanese 
citizens or as “special permanent residents.” The North Korea government, 
through its closely affiliated agents in the General Association of Korean 
Residents in Japan, or Chongryon, actively recruited returnees from Japan 
with the promise of a communist paradise. The estimated 93,000 people 
who repatriated to North Korea under the Chongryon program since 1959 
included an estimated 6,000 Japanese spouses and an unknown number of 
their children.7 In reality, the kinship ties with Japan became an important 
lifeline for North Korea’s fledgling economy. Many Japanese spouses (mostly 
female) in North Korea were trapped there, and Japan’s government came 
under pressure to seek their return.

Terrorism provided another reason for continuing communication with 
North Korea. A group of Japanese Red Army hijackers seized an airliner in 
1970 and ordered the pilots to head to Pyongyang after releasing passengers 
at Fukuoka and Seoul. Japan has tried to obtain information about these 
terrorists and facilitate their repatriations as criminal suspects. While their 
children were granted Japanese citizenships and repatriated, the remain-
ing Red Army members in 2004 requested their return to Japan as asylum 
seekers as opposed to criminal hijackers.8

Furthermore, mysterious disappearances of Japanese citizens on the Sea 
of Japan and other coasts and in Europe in the late 1970s to early 1980s 
raised suspicion of abductions. While Japan looked for these “specially 
designated missing persons” without naming North Korea as the culprit 
until much later, such suspicion was growing.

The US Alliance as a Factor

Although Japan, as an ally of the United States, mostly toes the latter’s 
regional security policy line, occasional divergences are common. Japan’s 
geographical proximity to and increasing economic interdependence with 
China have worked in both advocating moderation in US regional secu-
rity policy and urging stronger US commitment to regional security. As 
US-China relations have had ups and downs, Japan’s stance toward China 
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has not been in perfect synchronization with the United States, and the 
resulting divergence has affected Japan’s policy toward North Korea as well.

Japan has been ambivalent about China’s diplomatic role toward North 
Korea. At the outset of the nuclear crisis in the early 1990s, US bilateral deal-
ing with North Korea left little room for inputs by Japan. Japan grudgingly 
stayed behind US President Bill Clinton’s bilateral negotiation (through his 
special envoy former president Jimmy Carter), after lodging its opposition 
to military actions against North Korea at the time.9 Japan was not satisfied 
with two aspects of the outcome of the bilateral negotiation—assigning to 
Japan a large part of the light-water reactors construction in North Korea 
and not addressing North Korea’s ballistic missiles whose range had already 
covered the western half of Japan at the time.10 

Behind the United States’ deal with North Korea was an optimism that 
North Korea’s regime would collapse soon.11 Japan was more cautious and 
also ambivalent about such an outcome, for instability in North Korea would 
most directly affect proximate countries including Japan. North Korea had 
violated a series of international agreements and later UN resolutions to 
refrain from launching ballistic missiles. North Korea’s test launching of 
a long-range Taepodong missile in 1998 nearly caused Japan to withdraw 
from funding of the light-water reactors, but the United States and others 
persuaded Japan to stay within the agreed framework. Japan demanded 
that the United States negotiate a freeze on North Korea’s ballistic missile 
program. Secretary of State Madeline Albright’s visit to Pyongyang, however, 
only produced a North Korea agreement to “indefinitely postpone” launch-
ing of long-range ballistic missiles—ambiguous language to be abused by 
North Korea in the following years.12 The 1998 missile test became a major 
catalyst for Japan to overcome domestic opposition against participation in 
joint research on Theater Missile Defense (TMD) with the United States. 
Consideration of China’s verbal opposition to the TMD13 yielded to the 
threat perception against North Korea, and Prime Minister Junichiro Koi-
zumi in 2002 announced Japan’s participation.

The shift in the US approach to the North Korea problems under the 
George W. Bush administration was a welcome development for Japan, 
but did not solve Japan’s ambivalence. On one hand, the new Six-Party 
Talks (6PT) framework assured Japan a voice on the North Korea matters. 
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This was a relief for Japan, as it had struggled to be included in the face of 
South Korea’s efforts to keep Japan out through most of the 1990s. On the 
other hand, US reliance on China’s chairing of the 6PT reminded Japan 
of the Clinton-era “Japan passing” when the United States called China 
a “strategic partner.” The use of the Trilateral Coordination and Oversight 
Group (TCOG) mechanism among the United States, Japan, and South 
Korea during the first term of the Bush administration was supposed to 
ease Japan’s fear that the United States and China might be calling the 
shots. However, South Korea President Roh Moo Hyun’s radically pro-
North approach caused a major divergence from the other two countries, 
making the TCOG dysfunctional, and the United States in Bush’s second 
term stopped using the TCOG mechanism under Assistant Secretary of 
State Christopher Hill. There also was a concern in the US government that 
Japan’s abduction issue could become an obstacle in the overall negotiation. 
This fear was also a product of self-reflection among core members of the 
US negotiating team (such as the Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, 
National Security Advisor Steve Hadley, and Christopher Hill), who saw 
others in the same government (such as Vice President Dick Cheney and 
President Bush) still wishing for a regime change. But, the major turn in 
the second Bush administration was that Bush saw opening, not isolation, 
of North Korea as the way to “regime change.”14 Japan has avoided being 
made a scapegoat for failed talks by staying in, despite a complete lack of 
progress on the abduction issue since 2004.

Japan’s abduction issue is in a catch-22 situation. North Korea is will-
ing to approach Japan only when it is completely isolated from the other 
members of the 6PT, and Japan must negotiate the abduction issue without 
rewarding North Korea outside the 6PT framework. US negotiators have 
frequently forgotten that they too were in multilateral talks. In response, 
while Japan did not completely spoil the talks, it did express its dissatisfac-
tion via withholding of financial contributions to multilateral efforts. The 
pattern was repeated when the United States delisted North Korea from 
the list of terror sponsors (thereby lifting part of its financial sanctions 
against North Korea) in 2008 in exchange for agreeing with the United 
States to start the first step of dismantling the nuclear capabilities. The last 
gambit of President Bush cost the United States 400 million dollars in aid, 
but North Korea only demolished a cooling-water tower at the Yongbyon 
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complex. Japan did not join the aid group and maintained its financial 
sanctions against North Korea.

The repeated nuclear tests (2006, 2009, and 2013) and missile tests by 
North Korea and its two major military provocations against South Korea 
in 2010 have suspended the 6PT, and these issues have been referred to 
the United Nations Security Council (UNSC). President Obama’s call to 
negotiate with North Korea “anywhere, anytime” was conditioned by a firm 
US stance not to reward North Korea for merely appearing at meetings. As 
this US stance became clear toward the latter half of 2009, North Korea 
announced that it would not return to the 6PT. This development did not 
increase Japan’s fear of US bilateralism. However, shifting of the center of 
negotiations to the UNSC increased the weight of China and Russia when 
negative (unlike the positives in the 6PT) inducements for North Korea were 
to be discussed. Japan was a nonpermanent member of UNSC, 2005–2006 
and 2009–2010, and worked closely with the United States in preparing 
UNSC resolutions. In 2006, Japan played an important role in the prepara-
tions of two key resolutions. In response to North Korea’s missile test in 
July 2006, Japan sponsored UNSC Resolution 1695, which denounced the 
test, demanded North Korea suspend its missile programs, abandon nuclear 
programs, and return to the 6PT and the IAEA framework of inspection.15 
Japan’s call for sanctions under UN Charter 7, however, met threats of veto 
from China and Russia, and a resulting US effort to persuade it to settle on 
softer language. North Korea’s defiance and a nuclear test three months later 
encouraged Japan to sponsor UNSC Resolution 1718, which incorporated 
the language of complete, verifiable, irreversible disarmament of North 
Korea and added sanctions under UN Charter 7 to empower the demands 
of the resolutions.16 The UNSC Resolution 1874 in response to North 
Korea’s third nuclear test in May 2009 enabled maritime forced inspection 
of cargo ships suspected of carrying WMD-related cargo.17 

Although credits are due to various actors for the improved cooperation 
in the UN Security Council, the close and patient diplomatic coordination 
between the United States and Japan in 2006 and 2009 to work the inter-
national public opinion raised the diplomatic cost for China to continue 
behaving as North Korea’s guardian and eventually cornered China into 
agreeing to sanctions against North Korea. The UNSC Resolution 1874 
in 2009 and absence of US bilateral flirtation with North Korea since then 
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have marked a limited success for Japanese diplomacy. However, given the 
experience of the failed 6PT in 2008, Japan is worrying about a similar 
misguided venture by Obama in his lame duck years.

South Korea Relations as a Factor

Although Japan’s official diplomatic tie on the Korean Peninsula is with 
South Korea only, both the government in Pyongyang and Japan have seen 
in each other a degree of utility as a diplomatic bargaining chip in conduct-
ing their respective relations with South Korea. Democratization of South 
Korea and the shift of its leadership from conservative military-affiliated 
presidents to civilian politicians have transformed the nature of anti-Japan 
themes in South Korea politics from a theatric performance into a tool 
of partisan attacks. The resulting discord in South Korea–Japan relations 
since the 1990s have tempted Japan to use its “North Korea card” at times.

The Sunshine policy of President Kim Dae Jung and its continuation 
through the Roh Moo Hyun government allowed Japan to approach North 
Korea in two regards. First, consideration of South Korea’s policy of confron-
tation vis-à-vis the North was no longer needed. Quite to the contrary, it was 
Japan that remained skeptical of North Korea’s intentions in approaching 
Seoul and the South’s unsuspecting and emotional embrace of the North. 
Second (and in some contradiction to the first reasoning), Japan had to 
hedge against a real possibility that the North was actually opening up. Japan 
wanted to keep its foot in the North Korean market before competition 
between China and South Korea would dominate North Korea’s economy. 
If diplomatic normalization with North Korea and payment of indemnity 
for colonial rule were inevitable eventualities, Japan had to carefully time 
its entry in order to recoup some of its own payment through mutually 
beneficial economic exchanges. Prime Minister Koizumi’s second visit to 
Pyongyang in 2004 was to be followed by a planned delegation of general 
contractors within the same year ahead of the bilateral working-level nor-
malization talks, but the visit was cancelled at the last minute.18 Japan’s 
payment of an indemnity and infrastructure development contracts have 
not materialized.
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Prime Minister Koizumi’s visit to the Yasukuni Shrine in April 2002 did 
not invite a strong reaction from President Kim Dae Jung in his final year 
of presidency, and in September Koizumi made his first visit to Pyong-
yang. The succeeding South Korea President Roh Moo Hyun welcomed a 

“future-oriented” relationship with Koizumi,19 but the bilateral relationship 
soon deteriorated as Koizumi annualized his visits to Yasukuni during his 
five-year tenure. Japan’s approach to North Korea under the deteriorating 
relationship with Seoul allowed the North to take more advantage of the 
liberal leadership in Seoul, while Japan pursued its domestic agenda of 
solving the abduction issue.

The US efforts to trilateralize its alliances with Japan and South Korea 
have been pursued by Victor Cha20 (who became the Director for Asian 
Affairs in the National Security Council), among others, but had to wait for 
the end of Roh Moo Hyun’s term as president. Despite the nuclear testing 
by North Korea in 2006, in the following year Roh told US Secretary of 
Defense Robert Gates that the United States and Japan were the greatest 
threats in Asia.21 The lack of progress in North-South political relations led 
to South Korea’s disillusionment with the Sunshine policy and, along with 
other factors, the election of the conservative government of Lee Myung Bak 
in late 2007. North Korea’s increasing vigilance since it failed to meet the 
deadline to declare the complete nuclear accounting as agreed in the 6PT 
in 2008 drove Lee to pursue closer trilateral military cooperation against 
North Korea. More frequent joint military exercises resulted, in response to 
North Korea’s sinking of a Korean naval corvette, the Cheonan, and shelling 
of the Yeonpyeong Island in 2010.22 Unlike Roh, Lee advocated a strong 
response against North Korea’s provocation, calling for retaliatory air and 
artillery strikes, of which only the latter was implemented as a result of US 
dissuasion.23

However, diplomatic rows between South Korea and Japan over the 
disputed island of Takeshima (Korean name: Dokdo) and the wartime 

“comfort women” issue resurfaced near the end of Lee Myung Bak’s presi-
dency. Suffering from declining public support and a corruption charge 
against a family member, and frustrated by Japanese Prime Minister Abe’s 
refusal to discuss compensation for the comfort women, Lee landed on 
Takeshima in August 2012 as the first president to do so. As South Korea’s 
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new conservative president Park Geun-hye continued to employ her pre-
decessor’s anti-Japan rhetoric, Abe in May 2013 responded by dispatching 
his cabinet advisor, Isao Iijima (who also served Prime Minister Koizumi 
and played a key role in his visits to Pyongyang in 2002 and 2004), to 
Pyongyang.24 Without any prospect of reopening the 6PT, Abe allowed 
North Korea to use the image of improving relations with Japan, presum-
ably for some prospects of progress on the abduction issue. While the visit 
did not immediately lead to reopening of the bilateral talks on abduction, 
the Asahi newspaper on 28 January 2014 reported that three high-ranking 
Japanese diplomats were in Hanoi possibly to meet a North Korean coun-
terpart—news the Japanese government quickly denied.25 A series of secret 
and informal talks led to official resumption of the bilateral normalization 
talks in early 2014. Japan’s conservatives are critical of Abe’s approach to 
Pyongyang, thinking that North Korea has taken more advantage of Japan 
than the other way around.26 As Park Geun-hye continues to play up the 
anti-Japanese agenda and confronts Abe’s nationalist agenda (such as his 
visit to the Yasukuni Shrine in December 2013), talks with North Korea 
serve as Japan’s diplomatic card vis-à-vis South Korea as well. 

Domestic Politics as a Factor

The end of the Cold War opened up a path for more flexible North Korea 
policy by Japan at least for a few years before the North’s development of 
nuclear weapons grew into a serious crisis toward 1994. During the final 
years of the Liberal Democratic Party’s (LDP) uninterrupted reign over 
Japanese politics since 1955, however, the party failed to take diplomatic 
advantage of a weak North Korea. At the end of the Cold War, the Soviet 
aid to North Korea was disappearing, and the Chinese barter trade was 
shrinking as China demanded cash payments for its trade. The complete 
reversal of the power position vis-à-vis South Korea, and the South’s dip-
lomatic openings with both the Soviet Union and China isolated North 
Korea. The senior LDP faction leader Shin Kanemaru’s visit to Pyongyang 
in late 1990 very well illustrated the lack of leadership in the Japanese 
government and its inability to conduct strategic diplomacy at the time 
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of its advantage vis-à-vis North Korea. Kanemaru floated the opening of 
discussions with North Korea to start diplomatic relations, an idea Japan’s 
diplomats stopped short of.27 When Kanemaru was indicted of tax fraud 
and an undisclosed donation from a major domestic courier, the search of 
his house yielded hidden unauthenticated gold ingots, which were rumored 
to be attributable to the aid he had delivered to North Korea.28 Japanese 
politicians at the time were merely using North Korea’s opening to their 
personal advantage in the same manner they had profited from Japan’s 
reparations to South Korea decades earlier or Japan’s overseas development 
assistance elsewhere,29 regardless of the growing US concerns about North 
Korea at a time when Japan’s worthiness as an ally was being tested in the 
Persian Gulf War.

The abductee issue became a key feature of Japanese policy toward North 
Korea only after the nuclear weapons development by North Korea became 
a regional security concern. Some critical evidence had emerged near the 
end of the Cold War period, through the arrests of North Korean agents, 
Shin Gwang-su in 198530 and Kim Hyon Hui in 1987. In 1988, one of the 
abductees, Kaoru Matsuki, managed to send a letter to his family and named 
two other abductees who lived in Pyongyang. Given what Japanese leaders 
knew, Kanemaru’s not raising the abduction issue during his Pyongyang 
visit in 1990 was deliberate. 

The abduction issue became a bipartisan issue, attracting members into 
the League of Parliamentarians Concerned about the Abductions (Rachi 
Giren). However, lobbying by the members of the Rachi Giren backed 
by family members of the suspected abductees did not immediately force 
the government to approach North Korea throughout the 1990s when its 
compliance with the 1994 Geneva  Agreed Framework was partial at best 
while it test-fired ballistic missiles with increasing ranges.

Prime Minister Koizumi’s diplomatic gambit in September 2002 to visit 
Pyongyang and negotiate the return of abductees was carried out under 
South Korea President Kim Dae Jung’s strong determination to cement 
friendship with North Korea through unilateral economic aid. The softening 
of South Korea’s policy gave the Japanese government an opportunity to 
use its own positive inducement toward the North without agitating South 
Korea. Koizumi managed to bring back five abductees in 2002, but North 
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Korea declared that all of the rest had died. Koizumi visited Pyongyang 
again in 2004 and managed to arrange the return of five North Korea–
born children and one American spouse of the abductees. The consecutive 
governments since 2006 have set a cabinet portfolio of the Minister in 
Charge of the Abduction Affairs. The timing of Koizumi’s two visits, the 
first just before the United States was about to confront North Korea with 
an allegation of hiding a uranium-based nuclear weapons program, and 
the second after the North Korea negotiator walked out of a meeting with 
US Assistant Secretary of State Jim Kelly, risked openly diverging from 
US policy priorities. However, the two countries closely coordinated to 
minimize their policy divergence after 2002, allowing Japan just enough 
diplomatic maneuvering space to exploit a small window of opportunity 
to get some abductees’ family members back without weakening their col-
lective position on the nuclear issue.

Japan managed to include the abduction issue in the overall agenda of the 
6PT, but in separate bilateral discussions with North Korea. When orches-
trated pressure from China and the United States brought North Korea to 
the 6PT in 2005, Japan signed on to the overall agreement, which set in 
motion a step-by-step exchange of concessions by all sides toward nuclear 
disarmament of the North, despite lack of development on the abduction 
issue.31 Japan, however, did not agree to any new financial assistance to the 
North except humanitarian aid. The Japanese governments after Koizumi 
have continuously pursued the abduction issue, but they had to carefully 
weigh the risk of taking the blame for overall negotiation failures at the 
6PT. Japan doubted the sincerity of North Korea’s brief return to the 6PT 
in 2008 after it conducted nuclear explosion tests in 2006. Japan was critical 
of the US decision to lift part of the financial sanctions on North Korea. 
However, general public interest in the abduction issue had lost the level 
of intensity compared to the 2002–2004 period.

In March 2009, the son of abducted Yaeko Taguchi visited South Korea 
and met Kim Hyon Hui, who told him that his mother was alive (despite 
North Korea’s claim that she had died in 1986).32 The news briefly invoked 
a renewed public interest in the abduction issue, but as Kim did not produce 
any tangible new evidence to back her belief about Taguchi, public interest 
in the abduction issue quickly waned. The abductees and their families today 
do not form a coherent lobbying group, but preference for negotiations 
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over sanctions has grown after the leadership succession in North Korea 
to Kim Jong Un.33 

Japan’s resumption of the normalization talks with North Korea in early 
2014 despite North Korea’s long-range missile test in December 2012 and 
the third nuclear explosion test in February 2013 does not imply taking over 
of Japan’s North Korea policy by the abduction lobby, but rather a return 
of strategic thinking and primacy of the Foreign Ministry in Japan’s North 
Korea diplomacy under Abe.34  

Conclusion

Japan’s policy toward North Korea is first and foremost conducted within 
the framework of the US-Japan alliance, which focuses on rolling back 
North Korea’s nuclear weapons development. However, a containment 
approach exclusively utilizing negative inducements would meet opposition 
from China. The US return to a mixed approach of positive and negative 
inducements during the second Bush administration ironically raised China’s 
relative weight in regional diplomacy, thereby placing Japan in a competition 
against China for US attention.

South Korea’s oscillations between hard and soft approaches toward the 
North have interacted with the periodic rises of anti-Japanese stances in its 
domestic politics. Japan has coped with these complex political dynamics 
by prioritizing its relations with the South over the North, while using the 
North as a reminder against the South’s excessive anti-Japanese tilt.

The domestic politics of Japan have not only been responsible for Japan’s 
hard-line policy against North Korea in relation to the abduction issue, but 
also for its soft policy. Anticipated payment of wartime reparations to North 
Korea has been linked with domestic pork-barreling. After 2004, however, 
both the abduction issue and the reparations issue on the normalization 
agenda have been subordinated to the nuclear and missile issues. As of late 
2014, the fate of the ongoing bilateral consultations on the abduction issue 
and normalization is as yet unknown.

It is possible that Koizumi’s decision to visit Pyongyang in 2002 was not 
only motivated by domestic politics, but also by a strategic calculation to 
ensure that Japan’s voice on North Korean matters in the emerging regional 
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diplomatic framework would be heard. By showing willingness (if neces-
sary) to bilaterally pursue a comprehensive normalization of relations with 
North Korea at a time when the United States was contemplating a new 
regional security discussion framework (with a greater importance assigned 
to China), Koizumi likely assured Japan a seat in the emerging 6PT.

Furthermore, emerging strategic thinking in Japan’s North Korea policy 
is evident in the way its crisis responses have been built into the long-term 
strategy of enhancing the US-Japan alliance. The North Korean crisis has 
served as a driver of Japan’s “normalization” and pursuit of collective defense 
with the United States.35 
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chapter 9

North Korea’s Nuclear 
Weapons and the United States
More Difficult, More Complicated, 
and More Dangerous
Nicholas HAMISEVICZ

The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK, or North Korea) has 
been called the impossible state and the land of lousy options. About to 
complete his third full year as leader of North Korea, Kim Jong Un contin-
ues to try to push the country into pursuing advances in both military and 
economic spheres, what has been called the Byungjin (“in tandem”) line. 
Improvements in North Korea’s missile and nuclear weapons capabilities 
along with some changes in economic emphasis create, from a perspective 
of the United States government, a situation where those lousy options are 
rapidly becoming even worse. Furthermore, avenues for the United States to 
improve relations with North Korea, both bilaterally and with multilateral 
partners in the region, become narrower, less certain of the destination, and 
loaded with roadblocks and potential dead ends with serious political and 
security implications for the United States, the Asia-Pacific region, and the 
world. Two issues have made things more difficult for the United States: 
North Korea’s nuclear weapons and missile technology are improving, and 
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North Korea’s rejection of condition offers for engagement by the United 
States and South Korea have given their respective leaders less flexibility to 
reach out to North Korea in the future. These dynamics significantly impact 
how the United States can interact, approach, and deal with North Korea 
to eliminate its nuclear weapons and missile programs. 

Nuclear weapons and missiles could be the most dangerous of the numer-
ous ways North Korea can threaten the United States, its allies, and the rest 
of the global community. North Korea has both plutonium and uranium 
programs for developing nuclear weapons. After its third nuclear weapons 
test in 2013, North Korea claimed it had a “miniaturized and lighter nuclear 
device,” suggesting it had the capability of miniaturizing the nuclear weapon 
for delivery on a missile.1 To complicate the nature of North Korea’s nuclear 
weapons program even more, the government revised its constitution to 
say North Korea is “a nuclear-armed state and an indomitable military 
power.”2 Now the United States will have to negotiate away something 
that is enshrined in the North Korean constitution. 

North Korea is also improving its missile capabilities, aiming to deploy a 
reliable means of striking the United States with a nuclear weapon. While 
North Korea has short- and medium-range missiles that can target US bases 
in South Korea and Japan, until recently North Korea lacked the capability 
to hit Guam and the continental United States. Unfortunately, this may no 
longer be the case. In 2011, then US Secretary of Defense Robert Gates 
said North Korea would be able to hit the continental United States within 
five years with an intercontinental ballistic missile. One year later, North 
Korea tested a missile that launched a satellite into space. Recovery of the 
debris from that launch had South Korea’s defense officials believing the 
missile could travel “more than 10,000 km.”3 

North Korea also has road-mobile launchers that can fire a class of inter-
continental ballistic missile that, according to some analysts, “probably does 
have the range to reach the United States.”4 North Korea is getting close, 
if it hasn’t done so already, to developing a durable missile cone that could 
transport a miniaturized nuclear warhead.5 There is still some skepticism 
that North Korea’s ground and road-mobile missiles have attained this 
capability. Despite uncertainty about when the DPRK will have the full 
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range of weaponized missile technology, North Korea’s missile threat to the 
US is no longer theoretical but a “practical consideration” in the words of 
General Charles Jacoby, chief of the North American Aerospace Defense 
Command.6 

The United States and South Korea have tried in some ways to improve 
relations with North Korea. Both in campaigning to become president and 
shortly after his re-election for a second term, Barack Obama said the United 
States would reach out its hand if only North Korea would unclench its fist. 
North Korea’s responses were a nuclear test in May 2009 and the December 
2012 missile and satellite launch.7 The breakdown of the 29 February 2012 
deal and North Korea’s imprisonment of American citizens also contributed 
to the Obama administration’s unwillingness to upgrade relations without 
North Korea addressing US concerns on nuclear and missile issues.

Park Geun-hye pushed her trustpolitik policy and offered ideas for better 
inter-Korea relations during her campaign for the presidency of South 
Korea. Yet almost two weeks before Park was sworn in as president, North 
Korea treated the incoming administration to a nuclear test, forcing her to 
begin her presidency responding to a North Korean provocation rather than 
developing an opportunity for inter-Korea dialogue. After tough negotia-
tions North and South Korea carried out a reunion of separated family 
members. North Korea, however, rebuffed the Park administration’s desire 
for regularized family visits in the future. This rejection by North Korea 
further limited Park Geun-hye’s flexibility for finding other opportunities 
to expand inter-Korea connections. 

National Interests at Stake for the United States

The North Korea nuclear weapons issue involves many short-term security 
problems for the United States. North Korea has used the testing of nuclear 
weapons and the threat of using nuclear weapons as provocations to induce 
engagement, to extract economic aid or support, to demand diplomatic 
recognition, and to undermine US alliances. All of the US military bases 
in Japan and South Korea, along with many American businesses and 
people that live, work, and travel to these countries, are within range of 
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North Korea’s missiles. In addition to the need to protect these assets, the 
United States must maintain its credibility as a protector of its allies Japan 
and South Korea.

Another immediate US objective is nonproliferation. The US government 
wants to reduce the appeal of the North Korea example to other countries 
contemplating building their own nuclear weapons. North Korea’s deploy-
ment of nuclear weapons in defiance of US warnings undercuts current US 
negotiations with Iran, possibly providing additional confidence to Teheran 
and other governments not to succumb to US pressure. 

It is not just its example that promotes proliferation; North Korea is 
actually collaborating with other countries in building nuclear weapons and 
long-range missiles. The US Department of Defense said one of its “gravest 
concerns” about North Korea is “its demonstrated willingness to prolifer-
ate nuclear technology.”8 North Korea and Iran have worked together on 
their nuclear and missile programs, have exchanged nuclear scientists, and 
have completed deals to transfer weapons. The two countries also signed a 
science and technology agreement similar to a deal North Korea and Syria 
made in 2002 that led to the Syrians nearly producing a nuclear reactor 
undetected.9 The George W. Bush administration was divided over how to 
deal with the plutonium reactor North Korea helped Syria build. Eventually, 
in September 2007, Israel bombed and destroyed the reactor.10 With Syria 
engulfed in an inconclusive civil war, North Korea’s past connections with 
supplying weapons to Syria brings concern that the Syrian government 
could use North Korea–supplied weapons in another massacre.11 

North Korea has sought out nuclear technology cooperation with other 
countries outside of the Middle East as well. Part of North Korea’s nuclear 
and missile success was because of the interaction it had with Pakistan and 
the A. Q. Khan network. North Korea also had a relationship with Burma 
(Myanmar). When the United States expanded relations with Burma under 
the Obama administration, Washington asked Burma to reduce its military 
ties with North Korea and in particular to desist from any involvement in 
North Korea missile or nuclear technology trafficking. There is some concern 
that Burma might have kept a few channels open to these dangerous pro-
grams. The US Treasury Department’s blacklisting of Lieutenant-General 
Thein Htay for conducting illicit military arms trade with North Korea and 
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the seizure of aluminum alloy rods that could be used for making nuclear 
centrifuges suggest there are still some possibly dangerous connections 
between North Korea and Burma.12

The US government fears North Korea could reach beyond state-to-state 
interaction to provide weapons expertise to non-state actors and terrorist 
organizations. Recently a US District Court judge ruled that North Korea 

“had worked in concert with Iran and Syria to provide rocket and missile 
components to Hezbollah” in the Middle East.13 

In addition to the security and political concerns, a breakout of violence 
on the Korean Peninsula would be extremely damaging for the United 
States’ and South Korea’s economies as well as the regional and world 
economies. When tensions were high on the Korean Peninsula last year 
after North Korea began closing operations at the Kaesong Industrial Com-
plex, General Motors (GM) CEO Dan Akerson said that his company 
was making contingency plans to get GM workers out of Korea if North 
Korean provocations escalated.14 Even absent a major military conflict, a 
period of persistent high tensions could force foreign businesses to rethink 
their operations in South Korea. 

For the United States government, promoting respect for human rights 
globally is a major national interest and component of US foreign policy. 
North Korea’s abysmal human rights record also stands in the way of better 
relations with the United States and the international community. North 
Korea’s frequent incarceration of American citizens on questionable grounds 
further antagonizes Washington. These human rights issues complicate the 
US government’s ability to find ways to address North Korea’s nuclear weap-
ons program. The recent United Nations Commission of Inquiry Report on 
Human Rights in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, along with 
recent books such as Nothing to Envy and Escape from Camp 14 that recall 
the difficult circumstances defectors faced inside North Korea, has brought 
unprecedented attention to the scale of the country’s human rights problem. 
Thus, US human rights policy toward North Korea and its denuclearization 
efforts could be more closely linked. Improvement on human rights and 
the return of US citizens would remove one of the obstacles preventing an 
improvement in the US-DPRK relationship. 
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In the long term, the United States wants to see a reduction of nuclear 
weapons around the world. The Obama administration says it aspires to 
a nuclear weapons–free world. His promotion of nuclear nonproliferation 
was one of the reasons President Obama was awarded the Nobel Peace 
Prize in 2009. This goal is also closely intertwined with the long-term US 
interest in maintaining an international order that regulates, monitors, and 
enforces universal norms. There is a global nonproliferation regime made 
up of organizations, laws, and resolutions to help prevent nuclear and mis-
sile proliferation and escalation. The Non-Proliferation Treaty on Nuclear 
Weapons (NPT) attempted to prevent the spread of nuclear weapons and 
technology. North Korea’s withdrawal from the NPT set a bad precedent 
and hurt international cooperation on nonproliferation. 

North Korea’s possession of nuclear weapons is an obstacle to Korean 
reunification. If countries in the region have reservations about a unified 
Korea, these reservations are greater if that unified Korea was sure to have 
nuclear weapons. Moreover, if the United States and countries in the region 
were able to get North Korea to give up its nuclear weapons, this would 
eliminate the potential danger of a race to seize and control those nuclear 
weapons and materials by special forces from China, South Korea, and 
the United States during a collapse of North Korea scenario. A long-term 
interest of the United States is to keep the unification process as peaceful 
as possible. A peaceful process is much less likely with North Korea in 
possession of nuclear weapons.

Debates and Ideas

Debates continue in the United States on how to best address the growing 
difficulty of dealing with North Korea’s threats to US interests in the region. 
The engagement versus deterrence debate still dominates the discussions 
about handling North Korea. While proponents of either side acknowledge 
both aspects are needed with North Korea, the arguments focus on which 
of these is most effective in getting North Korea to change its behavior. The 
growing threat from North Korea only strengthens the resolve of advocates 
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on each side. For those in favor of more engagement, multiple points of 
interaction should be used for engagement because the American with the 
most access in North Korea shouldn’t be Dennis Rodman, a former NBA 
basketball player.

For those who favor more deterrence and pressure, only stronger military 
coordination and sanctions against North Korea will make the leadership 
take new positions more favorable for normal relations with the international 
community. The feeling that North Korea has pursued nuclear weapons 
and missiles even during times of engagement suggests to this camp that 
concessions without reciprocity will not elicit the desired response from 
North Korea. 

However, North Korea’s successes in its nuclear and missile programs have 
caused a new debate to start forming on the advantages and disadvantages 
of waiting out North Korea. Despite a willingness by the United States and 
South Korea to wait for a better opportunity to engage, advances in North 
Korea’s missile and nuclear weapons programs put pressure on the “strategic 
patience” and trustpolitik plans offered by Presidents Obama and Park. Each 
technological success of North Korea further complicates the situation, 
making the direct threat to the United States even more imminent. This 
timing discussion then connects back with the engagement versus pressure 
debate: because the threat to the United States has increased, Washington 
can’t afford to wait and must immediately either engage North Korea or 
increase the pressure on North Korea to give up its weapons.  

The debate on how to handle North Korea also includes a debate on 
US-China relations. China’s ties to North Korea stem from the experience 
of fighting together in the Korean War, a growing economic relationship, 
and party and government interactions. These increasing ties have forced 
countries into acceding that any movement with North Korea, especially on 
nuclear weapons, will require help from China. Thus, as the US and China 
try to navigate a future where the two powers interact more across political 
and economic spheres, North Korea continues to be an area where the two 
sides have different interests. This causes contentious discussions on how 
each side should be doing more to convince North Korea it needs to cease 
provocations and eventually give up its nuclear weapons.  



North Korea’s Nuclear Weapons and the United States 137

Whatever the debates may be regarding North Korea, there will likely 
be less disagreement on the most appealing solution to the United States. 
A deal that provides a clear, quick path toward denuclearization and elimi-
nation of the long-range missile threat would likely be close to an ideal 
solution for the United States. This agreement would also have to include 
extremely good monitoring access of the dismantlement of both the missile 
and nuclear weapons programs. Ideally, North Korea’s leadership would 
accept language similar to what was in the 29 February 2012 “Leap Day” 
agreement, wherein the United States government “reaffirms that it does 
not have any hostile intent toward the DPRK,” as a security guarantee.15 
North Korea would likely require some financial incentives to make a deal; 
the United States would probably insist this aid be in a form that could be 
monitored. The United States could probably make an agreement where 
some sanctions it has placed on North Korea are removed; however, the 
United States would benefit greatly by having these sanction reductions 
occur later in the process after the dismantling of the weapons programs. 
This solution would be even more appealing if the US government felt it 
would eventually help lead to peaceful unification under the principles of 
freedom, democracy, and a free market economy. These are values President 
Obama and South Korea Presidents Park Geun-hye and Lee Myung Bak 
identified as important for unification.16

While an optimal solution would likely have those components, finding 
the minimum aspects Washington would require to accept an agreement 
with North Korea would be difficult. Part of this complexity is that the 
North Korea threat against the United States has dramatically increased. 
Thus, a minimum ask from the United States a decade ago is unlikely to 
fulfill the minimum requirement of today. 

Finally, in light of North Korea’s record of noncompliance with treaties 
and agreements, combined with its attempts to evade monitoring of its 
nuclear and missile programs, Washington would likely need some ability 
to verify the closure of North Korea’s weapons development programs.   

With all sides appearing to be at an impasse, Washington, Pyongyang, 
and Seoul have been investigating compromise positions that might lead 
to a diplomatic solution. Envoys for nations involved in the Six-Party Talks 
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have been traveling across the region trying to find an answer. Senior officials 
in the Obama administration still state they are waiting for North Korea to 
demonstrate a commitment to implementing the September 2005 statement 
and to create a path toward denuclearization.17

The timing of respective moves by Pyongyang and Washington could 
allow for flexibility on the US side. While the phrase “complete, verifiable, 
and irreversible dismantlement” of North Korea’s nuclear weapons programs 
was associated with the Bush administration, these are still the general 
aspects of a deal the US government seeks. Because of the difficulty in 
actually getting movement on any of those features, one could envision an 
understanding along the lines of a freeze on North Korea building nuclear 
weapons and missiles. This idea was the basis of the 29 February 2012 agree-
ment. The statement released by the United States had North Korea agreeing 
to “implement a moratorium on long-range missile launches, nuclear tests 
and nuclear activities at Yongbyon, including uranium enrichment activities” 
while the United States would provide North Korea with 240,000 metric 
tons of nutritional assistance.18 However, this deal was never implemented 
because one month later, North Korea announced it would attempt to put a 
satellite into space. Washington and much of the international community 
argued the launch was actually a missile test in violation of UN prohibitions 
on the DPRK. The US declared the Leap Day agreement nullified; less 
than two months later, the DPRK satellite launch ended in failure as well. 

Many policy analysts argue a moratorium is not only possible, but is also 
the best deal the outside world is likely to get. Siegfried Hecker, former 
Director of Los Alamos National Laboratory and a Stanford University 
professor, has put forth an idea of the “three noes: no export, no more bombs, 
and no better bombs.”19 In November 2010, Dr. Hecker was invited to North 
Korea and was surprised to be shown a “modern uranium centrifuge facility 
at Yongbyon” with two thousand centrifuges that were “said to be producing 
low enriched uranium (LEU) destined for fuel for the new reactor.”20 After 
the revelation of this facility to Dr. Hecker, calculations started to change, 
as it was clear that North Korea had a uranium-enrichment program that 
could begin producing highly enriched uranium (HEU) necessary for 
a nuclear weapon, and that North Korea probably had another hidden 
uranium-enrichment facility. 
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Ambassador Stephen Bosworth, former US Ambassador to South Korea 
and former Special Representative for North Korea Policy, made an argu-
ment similar to Hecker’s. Bosworth asserted that verifying North Korea’s 
complete dismantlement of its nuclear facilities and its missile capabilities 
would be an impossible task. Thus, he recommended a “standstill agree-
ment” where North Korea would cease conducting nuclear tests and missile 
launches, which would in turn be easier for the United States and the 
international community to monitor.21

Some suggest an even longer path of engagement before North Korea 
would give up its nuclear weapons. Frank Jannuzi, President and CEO 
of the Maureen and Mike Mansfield Foundation, advocated for a longer 

“Helsinki-style engagement strategy” entailing numerous connections for 
dialogue and cooperation.22 Jannuzi hoped this process would bring about 
confidence-building measures along with opportunities for collaboration 
on other issues.23 He argued that a foundation of trust and understanding 
must precede efforts toward the denuclearization of North Korea. 

In the absence of a moratorium on North Korea’s nuclear weapons and 
missile launches, Pyongyang continues to improve its capabilities. As the 
DPRK’s weapons become more capable, it is more difficult for the US 
government to agree to a freeze that would allow North Korea to keep 
weapons in the short term in hopes that the longer process would lead to 
eventual dismantlement. The Leap Day agreement was an attempt at a 
moratorium-like deal to break the impasse; the deal’s collapse reduced the 
political capital within the Obama administration to attempt new ways 
to engage North Korea. These factors, along with North Korean provoca-
tions toward the United States and South Korea and Pyongyang’s refusal 
to release captive US citizens, reduce the space for finding a nuanced way 
to reach the goal of a denuclearized North Korea. 

Is There Any Possible Path to Denuclearization?

Nuance, flexibility, and cooperation will be needed to convince North Korea 
to abandon its nuclear and missile programs. All five countries in the region 
along with the international community must begin to work harder to 
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coordinate policy and pressure North Korea into maintaining consistent, 
positive interaction with its neighboring countries rather than the cycle it 
usually employs: provocation followed by a charm offensive. 

A first step in that coordination should be encouraging North Korea to 
engage in consistent and positive engagement with South Korea. Better 
inter-Korea relations will be important for sustaining connections with 
North Korea, determining its willingness to interact with the international 
community, and reducing tensions on the Korean peninsula. Family reunions, 
expansion of the Kaesong Industrial Complex, cooperation over joint fishing 
areas, and expanding tourism areas are all inter-Korea projects that have 
not fully materialized; these efforts need more support in order to create a 
better environment for cooperation. With a reduction in tensions between 
the two Koreas, all sides and relevant parties gain more flexibility to work 
on the difficult issues of missiles and nuclear weapons. 

In order to make progress on those difficult issues, better coordination 
and commitment is needed among the United States, China, Russia, South 
Korea, and Japan to develop both incentives and punishments for North 
Korea’s actions. The countries already have their envoys trying to figure 
out a framework for moving forward with North Korea. The five countries 
should begin meeting together as a group in Beijing, where the Six-Party 
Talks are officially held. If the five countries find it too provocative toward 
North Korea to all meet together at one time, envoys from the United States 
and China respectively should take it upon themselves to practice shuttle 
diplomacy. The US envoy could meet with his South Korean and Japanese 
counterparts in Seoul or Tokyo in the morning, and then fly to Beijing 
and meet with his Chinese and Russian counterparts in the afternoon. The 
following meeting, the Chinese envoy could reciprocate. The goal would 
be to illustrate to North Korea that the region sees North Korea’s nuclear 
weapons as a threat to stability. While little consensus may be achieved, 
North Korea needs to see that the other countries will move ahead even if 
North Korea doesn’t want to rejoin the talks. 

Despite the small possibility of consensus, the five countries should try to 
develop an understanding about responses to a nuclear test and a multistage 
missile test, such as a general agreement on taking the issue immediately to 
the United Nations Security Council and reducing aid to and trade with 
North Korea. Adding to the sanctions on North Korea would increase 
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the cost to Pyongyang of refusing to denuclearize.24 Even a multinational 
agreement on broad terms would be helpful in reducing the avenues North 
Korea uses to exploit rifts and divide the other countries’ efforts to solve 
the nuclear weapons crisis. The coordination need not be limited to coer-
cive pressure. The five countries should also develop an understanding of 
the various aid packages each would be willing to provide to North Korea 
should Pyongyang decide to change course.

However, this is a very unlikely scenario. The level of coordination that 
would yield even a basic multilateral agreement of shared principles would 
be unprecedented. More likely, each country’s interests and goals would 
take precedence, leading to five different approaches along with some loose 
interconnections between the efforts of the United States, South Korea, and 
Japan. North Korea will try to play all sides off each other, buying time to 
continue developing its nuclear and missile programs while hoping trade 
from China and international aid provides just enough economic support 
to sustain the DPRK economy and regime. Unfortunately, this means the 
difficulties in reaching a negotiated solution to the crisis will only worsen. 

North Korea’s nuclear weapons and missile programs have improved. 
These successes, along with the lack of receptivity to conditional engagement 
efforts by the United States and South Korea, have made trying to solve 
the North Korea nuclear problem more difficult for the United States. This 
difficulty increases with the passage of time as North Korea continues its 
weapons development programs while Washington waits for an encourag-
ing DPRK response. For the United States, the path toward North Korea’s 
denuclearization will likely remain narrow, difficult, and dangerous. 
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chapter 10

Unwitting Bedfellows
Taiwan and the North Korea Problem
Ching-Chang CHEN

It may look strange to include a chapter on Taiwan in a monograph that 
examines regional responses to the security challenges and humanitarian 
issues posed by the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK).1 After 
all, Taiwan has not been involved in the Six-Party Talks and has never been 
named by Pyongyang as a potential target of its missile strikes. Nor is it 
conceivable that the island would be flooded with North Korean “boat 
people” in any worst-case scenario. Even though Taiwan appears to be a 
remote audience as far as the security situation on the Korean Peninsula is 
concerned, it is by no means irrelevant if regional stakeholders are to manage 
the North Korea issue effectively. The apparent differences in their national 
image (a prosperous fledging democracy vis-à-vis an impoverished Stalinist 
state) notwithstanding, they have something in common: both have acquired 
a rare, pariah-like status in post–Cold War East Asia. To be sure, Taiwan’s 
exclusion from the international community has to do with its complicated 
relationship with the Chinese mainland, whereas the DPRK’s isolation is to 
a large extent self-imposed. The two cases are, however, closely interrelated, 
for their isolation points to the unsettled (and increasingly tense) security 
competition between the United States and the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC). Hostility accumulated during the Korean War and the lost chance 
to finish off the exiled Republic of China (ROC) forces in Taiwan had 
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prohibited the normalization of Beijing’s diplomatic ties with Washington 
for almost three decades. Historically, indeed, only when both the North 
Korea issue and the Taiwan issue are absorbed into the background or given 
less significance by the United States and the PRC can their security rela-
tions in East Asia be cordial.

Given the deeply intertwined trajectory of these two regional hotspots 
since the onset of the Cold War in Asia, this chapter argues that the han-
dling of these two issues cannot be entirely separated from each other. The 
remainder of this chapter consists of four sections. The first and second 
sections seek to locate the relationship between Taiwan and North Korea 
in its historical and contemporary contexts. On that basis, the third section 
examines Taipei’s typically low-key policy toward Pyongyang, analyzing the 
extent to which Taiwan represents a loophole in international sanctions 
against North Korea. In the concluding section, the feasibility as to how 
the United States and the PRC might “trade” their respective interests in 
Taiwan and North Korea will be evaluated.

An Unexpected Historical Connection 

Kenneth Waltz’s observation that “the fates of all the states . . . in a system 
are affected much more by the acts and the interactions of the major ones 
than of the minor ones”2 explains why scholars of international relations 
tend to pay considerable attention to the great powers’ strategic behavior. 
The fate of Chiang Kai-shek’s ROC, however, was affected (and spared) as 
much by North Korean troops’ move to cross the 38th parallel as by a US 

“reverse course” to incorporate Taiwan into its post-war “hub-and-spoke” 
system. The Harry Truman administration issued its China White Paper in 
August 1949, concluding that the demoralized Kuomintang (KMT, Chinese 
Nationalist Party) had already lost the civil war and was too incompetent 
to be saved by more US economic and military aid. Hoping to improve 
its relationship with the newly established PRC and split it away from 
the Soviet Union, the US government further announced in January 1950 
that it would no longer provide military aid or advice to the remnants of 
ROC forces on Taiwan. To make matters worse for the KMT, US military 
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assistance was not restored even after the PRC forged an alliance with the 
Soviet Union in February 1950, following Mao Zedong’s earlier declaration 
that China would “lean to one side” toward Moscow. It was widely expected 
that the nascent yet victorious People’s Liberation Army (PLA) would 
soon overcome the Taiwan Strait’s “stopping power of water”3 and conquer 
the island later that same year; the prospect was so bleak that Washington 
ordered nonessential US personnel in Taiwan to be evacuated on May 26.4 

The outbreak of the Korean War on 25 June 1950 brought about a drastic 
reversal of US policy toward Taiwan, from virtually acquiescing to a Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP) total victory over the KMT to guaranteeing the 
island’s security under US military protection. For Washington, the Sino-
Soviet communist bloc had passed beyond the use of subversion in favor of 
war; under these circumstances, the communist occupation of Taiwan would 
represent a direct threat to the security of the Pacific area and to the United 
States.5 When the Truman administration announced two days later that 
the United States would intervene to rescue the Republic of Korea (ROK), 
the Seventh Fleet was also ordered to patrol the Taiwan Strait, render-
ing the imminent PLA assault on Taiwan impossible. That Washington 
convinced the United Nations (UN) Security Council to condemn North 
Korea as an aggressor and to launch UN-authorized military intervention 
in defense of South Korea has been a well-known episode of the history 
of the Korean War. 

The absence of Soviet opposition at the time, however, has to do with the 
sparring between the ROC and the Soviet bloc states in the UN. Losing 
the civil war, the Chinese Nationalists complained to the General Assembly 
that the Soviets were obstructing their efforts in reestablishing national 
authority in Manchuria after Japan’s surrender by aiding the CCP with 
captured Japanese armaments.6 The Soviet representative to the Security 
Council, Jacob A. Malik, countered in January 1950 by demanding his ROC 
counterpart yield the China seat to a PRC delegate. Malik walked out in 
protest after the council rejected his demand, claiming Moscow would 
boycott the council until Taipei was expelled. That absence proved crucial 
for the subsequent development of the Korean War. 

But Truman’s support for the KMT was limited. Washington held that 
Chiang’s remaining troops should cease attacks against the mainland (so 
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that ROC forces could concentrate on the defense of Taiwan) and that the 
future status of Taiwan was not yet settled (since a “two Chinas” policy could 
better justify Washington’s intervention in denying the island to the PRC). 
The US position ran against the KMT regime’s core claim that it remained 
the sole legitimate government of the whole China of which Taiwan is a 
part; without this claim, the ROC would look like a foreign government 
in exile, losing political legitimacy in the eyes of both the local Taiwanese 
and mainland Chinese refugees. Hence Taipei repeatedly requested US 
support for a large-scale military campaign to regain control of China, but 
Washington refused in each case.7 The disagreement over the feasibility of 
the KMT’s plan to reconquer China was played out in the idea of ROC 
troops fighting in Korea, which contributed to the dismissal of Douglas 
McArthur as UN forces commander in chief. Soon after hostilities began, 
Taipei offered to send 33,000 soldiers to fight under the UN banner. McAr-
thur saw the ROC as a useful anti-communist asset and supported Taipei’s 
proposal, whereas the Truman administration wanted to minimize PRC 
antagonism and declined Chiang’s offer. Following the PLA’s entry into 
the war (under the disguise of “volunteers”), McArthur again indicated his 
support for a US-ROC military alliance and allowing ROC forces to attack 
the mainland, an attempt to divert the PLA’s attention away from Korea 
and reduce pressure on UN troops. Fearing the expansion of the war into 
mainland China would draw in Beijing’s new alliance partner the Soviet 
Union, Truman relieved the general of his UN command in April 1951.

Despite these differing positions, Washington and Taipei took steps 
to strengthen their security cooperation after the outbreak of the Korean 
War. By the end of 1951, a US embassy was established in Taipei, the US 
Congress had approved a bill providing $300 million in aid to Taiwan, and 
a general was appointed to head the US military assistance group. Unlike 
his predecessor, moreover, Dwight Eisenhower welcomed Chiang as an ally 
and went so far as to declare in his first State of the Union address that 
Washington would no longer restrain ROC attacks against PRC forces.8 
As Korean War peace talks evolved, in May 1953 Chiang proposed to the 
Eisenhower administration a massive attack on the Chinese mainland to 
exploit Beijing’s vulnerability if the talks failed. He also agreed to place 
ROC troops under the command of a US general if the United States 
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participated. Although the armistice in July halted US consideration of this 
proposal, the KMT scored a political victory over the CCP at the end of 
the conflict. After Beijing dropped its insistence that Chinese and North 
Korean prisoners of war be repatriated to their home countries, Taipei deliv-
ered welcome letters and gifts to encourage defection; more than fourteen 
thousand out of a total of twenty thousand Chinese war prisoners, many 
of them former KMT soldiers, chose to go to Taiwan.9 Strategically, Taipei 
also benefited from the timing of the Korean War and the subsequent “neu-
tralization” of the Taiwan Strait, which provided the newly defeated ROC 
forces with a crucial window of opportunity to breathe and fortify offshore 
islands outside the coast of PRC-held Fujian Province. In December 1954, 
the United States and the ROC concluded a mutual defense treaty; the 
former formally included Taiwan in its “hub-and-spoke” alliance system 
without committing itself to the latter’s proclaimed mission to “recover” the 
mainland. Lacking power-projection and amphibious landing capabilities 
in the 1950s, Beijing similarly came to realize that the post–Korean War 
international environment was no longer conducive to the “liberation” of 
Taiwan by force.10 Not unlike the two Koreas, the rival regimes on the two 
sides of the Taiwan Strait in the early Cold War period felt bitter about 
their respective inability to revise the “two-China” status quo to their favor.

Taiwan’s Relations with North Korea

Because the ROC had supported the restoration of an independent Korea 
free from Japan’s colonial rule, Chiang’s government swiftly recognized the 
ROK after its establishment in August 1948. Even though ROC troops 
were excluded from combat in Korea, Taiwan supplied materials to the 
South. On the other hand, South Korea set up its embassy in Taipei right 
after the KMT’s retreat to Taiwan, the only country that had diplomatic 
relations with the ROC to do so. Many South Korean political and military 
leaders, including presidents Syngman Rhee and Park Chung Hee, visited 
Chiang in Taiwan. Seeing South Koreans as brother-like anti-communist 
comrades of war-torn “divided nations,” the Chinese Nationalists consid-
ered the ROK as the sole legitimate Korean government, to the extent that 
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only the “Republic of Korea” or simply a unified Korea was shown on the 
maps published in Taiwan covering the Korean Peninsula during much of 
the Cold War era.

As a result, Taiwan virtually had no interaction with North Korea during 
the Cold War period; under the KMT’s authoritarian rule, the DPRK was 
not only diplomatically unrecognized, it was a nonexistent communist state. 
In fact, the ROC itself was derecognized by the majority of UN member 
states and all intergovernmental organizations after it lost its China seat to 
the PRC in 1971 and eventually derecognized by the United States in 1979. 
Not until the late 1980s did scholars of Korean studies from Taiwan enter the 
DPRK. Following the end of the Cold War and Taiwan’s democratization, 
the number of North Korea–bound Taiwanese tourists and businessmen 
increased as Taipei lifted its travel and commercial bans against communist 
countries and Pyongyang sought to earn hard currency by allowing more 
foreign tourists to visit the hermit kingdom. The loss of diplomatic ties 
with South Korea in August 1992 deepened Taiwan’s already severe isola-
tion in the international community;11 at the same time, it represented a 
window of opportunity to develop economic and other relations with the 
previously invisible DPRK. In December of that year, high-ranking North 
Korean officials in charge of economic policy visited Taiwan in the name of 
promoting Korea’s national industries.12 Furthermore, in 1996, North Korea 
opened an office for tourism promotion and visa issuing in Taiwan. Unlike 
representative offices set up by other countries that officially do not recognize 
the ROC, this small office does not function as a de facto consulate or a 
sort of communication channel between the two sides. Occasional charter 
flights between Taipei and Pyongyang via mainland China airports have 
been operating since 1995. In 1997, Taiwan Power Company attempted to 
ship some of its low-level nuclear waste (i.e., no spent fuel rods) to North 
Korea for final storage at the cost of $260 million, but the plan to store the 
waste in an abandoned coalmine met strong protest from South Korea and 
gained international attention, citing safety and environmental concerns. 
Both Pyongyang and Taipei refused to back down, insisting that North 
Korea was capable of handling the nuclear waste and the deal was a legal 
commercial matter. Taiwan nevertheless scrapped the plan two years later, 
reportedly under US pressure. North Korean authorities demanded $10.1 
million from Taiwan Power Company in 2013 for violating the contract.13 
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According to Taiwan’s Bureau of Foreign Trade, Ministry of Economic 
Affairs, the island republic’s trade volume with North Korea in 2012 was 
$52.91 million ($26.9 billion with South Korea); $11.07 million of that 
accounted for by exports. In other words, Taiwan was in deficit in this 
bilateral trade relationship.14 Being the North’s sixth-largest trading partner 
(the fifth for the South) in 2012, Taiwan mainly exported organic chemi-
cal compounds and medical equipment to and imported coal and natural 
minerals from North Korea.15 Despite expressed concerns from the Ameri-
can Institute in Taiwan (AIT, the de facto US embassy) and the South 
Korean representative, the Taiwan-Korea Economic and Trade Council 
was established in January 2009 to assist Taiwanese enterprises to explore 
business opportunities in North Korea; its sponsor, the semiofficial Taiwan 
External Trade Development Council, also carried out market research 
there in November 2012.16 Indeed, North Korea might well be a potential 
niche market for some Taiwanese firms, as seen for instance in its growing 
number of smart-phone users (mainly higher-income Pyongyang residents). 
Curiously, Kim Jong Un himself appeared to be using a Taiwanese brand 
due to information security concerns over other foreign (including South 
Korean) phone makers.17 

Taiwan’s North Korea Policy and 
International Sanction Loopholes

Getting closer to the similarly isolated North might yield some commercial 
interests for certain Taiwanese enterprises, but it is doubtful as to whether 
Taiwan could generate meaningful strategic leverage for sustaining its “inter-
national living space” by exploiting the North Korea problem. To maintain 
the island’s existence as an autonomous political entity outside the PRC’s 
orbit, Taipei has adopted two different approaches in its post–Cold War 
foreign policy (to be precise, the actual practice has been a mixture of both, 
but the emphasis varies depending on how the political leadership conceives 

“China” and Taiwan’s relations with that China). The current approach by 
the Ma Ying-jeou administration is not to openly challenge Beijing’s “one 
China” principle in exchange for a peaceful cross-Strait relationship focusing 
on closer economic cooperation. The previous approach, under presidents 
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Lee Teng-hui and Chen Shui-bian, was to lean toward the United States 
(as well as its alliance with Japan), Taiwan’s most important “officially unof-
ficial” security partner since 1979, against an ascending China. Rather than 
extract more concessions from Beijing or support from Washington-Tokyo, 
playing the “North Korea card” would be a highly delicate maneuver and 
would run the risk of provoking the PRC and alienating the US-Japan 
alliance simultaneously. 

This helps explain why Taipei’s North Korea policy has been generally 
low-key, passive, and deferential to the preferences of the United States. As 
will be shown later, Taipei follows Washington’s position over the North 
Korea nuclear issue and has been participating in US-led embargos against 
transfers of sensitive materials and technologies to North Korea since 2006. 
Aware of Pyongyang’s special (if not always cordial) relationship with Bei-
jing, Taiwan likewise has not attempted to establish official ties with North 
Korea even when it was engaging in “checkbook diplomacy” (i.e., to lure 
countries to switch diplomatic recognition from the PRC to the ROC) 
under the pro-independence Lee and Chen administrations.18 Officially, 
Taipei has distanced itself from Pyongyang to the extent that it requires 
six months to process DPRK officials’ Taiwan visa applications and the 
director of the National Security Bureau openly described North Korea 
as a “regional security threat” in the parliament after Pyongyang’s 2013 
nuclear test.19 Against the backdrop of mounting US concerns, North Korea 
was designated as a “strategic high-tech commodity export restricted area” 
alongside Iran by the Ministry of Economic Affairs in 2006;20 a “sensitive 
commodity list” was issued that covered 392 items, including various types 
of steel and precision machine tools. On the other hand, people-to-people 
exchanges are not subject to restriction, and North Korean officials in charge 
of tourism and commerce have been able to enter Taiwan in their private 
capacity. In October 2012, Formosa Television reported that Cho Sung 
Kyu, deputy head of North Korea’s state tourism bureau, was in Taipei to 
discuss the operation of charter flights with a local travel agency. Pressed 
by legislators, both the foreign policy and national security establishments 
claimed that they had no knowledge of Cho’s visit until they saw the news 
report, although the same official appeared to have come to Taiwan “more 
than 10 times” and was even interviewed by the same TV station in 2011.21 
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Given Taiwan’s absence from international nonproliferation treaties and 
export control regimes (as it is not formally recognized as a state actor) and 
its important role in world trade and the production of dual-use, high-tech 
materials and technologies, it is necessary to ask to what extent Taiwan 
represents a loophole in international sanctions against North Korea’s 
WMD programs. Since Taipei started tightening up its nonproliferation 
controls in 2006, some companies and individuals have been caught with 
prohibited sensitive items in their exports to North Korea. The Royal Team 
Corporation, for instance, was found to have carried out fourteen transac-
tions to supply precision machinery workstation computers via China and 
Macao, useful for North Korea’s missile and nuclear weapon programs.22 
To complicate the matter, Taiwan’s geographic location makes it one of 
the world’s busiest transit and transshipment hubs for commodities, which 
means that malevolent actors might attempt to use it as a transit point for 
WMD-sensitive transfers. 

In 2006, Meisho Yoko, a Tokyo-based company, exported freeze-drying 
equipment (which could have biological warfare applications) to North 
Korea through a Taiwanese trading company without the required permis-
sion from Japan’s trade minister.23 In another case that stemmed from the 
manufacturer’s apparent unfamiliarity with Japan’s export-control require-
ments, Tokyo Vacuum exported its vacuum pumps to a Taiwanese customer 
in 2003. It turned out that the customer, Trans Merits Co., was not the 
end-user; during the 2007 inspection of Yongbyon nuclear complex by the 
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), the pumps were reportedly 
used at North Korean facilities to remove impure substances from pluto-
nium.24 In 2008, the owner of Trans Merits Co. was convicted in Taiwan of 
illegally forging invoices and shipping restricted materials to North Korea, 
and, a year later, prohibited from doing business in and with the United 
States by the US Treasury Department, on the grounds that he had been 
supplying “goods with weapons production capabilities” to North Korea 
since the late 1990s. In his recent plea agreement with US prosecutors, 
the businessman admitted that he sought to bypass the 2009 ban and had 
managed to ship a precision machine to Taiwan using a phony name.25

Overall, these sporadic cases may be insufficient to confirm that Taiwan 
represents a serious loophole in international sanctions against North Korea 
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(at least not in the past few years),26 but it is clear that Pyongyang has not 
stopped attempting to exploit this weak link. Some structural weaknesses, 
both domestic and international, can be identified in Taiwan’s anti-pro-
liferation controls. Determined traders might export sensitive goods to 
a third country with looser restrictions and camouflage them as flotsam 
before re-exporting the equipment. To make matters worse, Taipei has 
no specialized agency for monitoring potential proliferation of WMD 
material and know-how, and the National Security Bureau’s North Korea 
desk is “extremely understaffed” to handle the challenge.27 As far as the 
international dimension of sanctions loopholes is concerned, three factors 
stand out: First, the unsettled Taiwan question has not only excluded the 
island from international treaties regulating WMDs but also prevented it 
from participating in existing multilateral export control regimes (MECRs), 
which serve as an important platform for members to exchange information 
on emerging proliferation-sensitive materials and technologies, suspicious 
actors, and export license denials.28 Likewise, Taipei has little access to 
international bodies that could help it pursue proliferators and their agents; 
even Interpol’s I-24/7 global police communication system, which provides 
real-time information on criminals and criminal activities, is not available 
to Taiwanese law enforcement agencies.29 With Taiwan being an “outsider” 
of the international system, international sanctions against North Korea 
have thus carried little sense of urgency for Taiwan, despite its continued 
voluntary compliance with relevant international treaties and UN resolu-
tions. Second, many Japanese-made commodities in the past found their 
way to North Korea, legally or otherwise, because of geographical proximity 
and the presence of a large ethnic Korean community in Japan having ties 
with the DPRK. The deterioration of the Japan–North Korea relationship 
since the mid-2000s and Tokyo’s participation in international sanctions 
have deepened Pyongyang’s need to “diversify” its sources of acquiring 
restricted materials and technologies. Finally, not unlike an earlier North 
Korea tactic of setting up a joint venture bank in China (Hwaryo Bank) 
that works as a cover for the Kim regime’s overseas transactions, some 
Pyongyang-associated firms are said to have disguised themselves as main-
land Chinese-invested enterprises when doing business with Taiwan.30 The 
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possibility of a cross-Strait free trade pact (also known as the Economic 
Cooperation Framework Agreement, concluded in 2010) being exploited 
to bypass UN sanctions cannot be ruled out.

Conclusion

The irony of history has made North Korea an unwitting bedfellow with 
Taiwan since 1950, and both remain hot potatoes in contemporary US-PRC 
relations. The extent to which Taiwan amounts to the weakest link in UN 
sanctions against North Korea’s WMD programs may have been exagger-
ated, but there is a limit as to what Taipei’s own voluntary anti-proliferation 
controls can achieve without external supports that are only available to 
sovereign states. The management of the North Korea problem is, once 
again, complicated by the unresolved Taiwan question. How realistic, then, 
is the speculation that the United States and China might “trade” their 
respective interests in the intertwined Taiwan and North Korea issues? 
To be specific, Washington’s “Taiwan card” could be a halt to US arms 
sales to Taiwan in exchange for Beijing’s greater pressure on Pyongyang. 
A few Chinese scholars have entertained this idea in the opening years of 
the twenty-first century because of the rise of pro-independence forces in 
Taiwan and the revelation of North Korea’s nuclear facilities.31 However, 
the PRC government has gained greater confidence over the prospect of 
the Taiwan issue (hence there is less need to seek Washington’s cooperation) 
since the anti-independence KMT’s return to power in 2008 and Taiwan’s 
deepening economic dependence on the mainland following the signing 
of the cross-Strait free trade pact. After all, the very idea of “trading” with 
the United States amounts to a recognition that Washington has the final 
say on what is supposed to be a purely “domestic” issue.32 As a result, even 
though the US government has already quietly withheld new major arms 
deals with Taiwan during Barack Obama’s presidency,33 Beijing sees little 
need to reciprocate. As has been illustrated in Chapter 7 of this volume, 
China’s move to participate in UN sanctions against the DPRK in 2013 
reflected the results of its North Korea policy debates and was independent 
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of its considerations of the Taiwan question. Beijing’s “North Korea card” 
could be backing a hostile Kim regime as a means to punish the United 
States for supporting Taiwan.34 The speculation that the PRC might do so 
to harm the strategic interest of or to create trouble for the United States 
nevertheless overlooks the former’s broader goal of maintaining stability on 
its peripheries for a stable international environment conducive to economic 
growth.35 Given that its reduced support for Taiwan has had no discern-
ible effect in inducing more cooperation over North Korea from Beijing, 
Washington’s current approach of sidelining security ties with Taipei seems 
misguided. In short, although the course of the North Korea issue and of the 
Taiwan issue has been intertwined, the policy utility of the aforementioned 

“Taiwan card” and the “North Korea card” may be more imagined than real. 
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Denny ROY

The previous chapters have detailed the profound negative consequences of 
Pyongyang’s policies, including humanitarian disaster for the North Korean 
people, serious damage to efforts to slow the global proliferation of weapons 
of mass destruction, and increased tensions and a persistent risk of war on 
the Korean Peninsula. The domestic political predicament of the North 
Korean regime drives it toward hostile rather than cooperative relations 
with the ROK, the United States, and Japan. It is difficult to foresee that 
under the Kim regime the interests of North Korean elites could realign 
to an extent that they would see denuclearization, rapprochement with 
Seoul, and economic liberalization as their best options. Yet this is the chal-
lenge facing the region: to induce, if possible through non-violent means, 
Pyongyang to choose a policy path wished for by all the other Northeast 
Asian governments.

None of the authors in this volume is optimistic about the likelihood 
of close regional coordination bringing about either denuclearization or a 
dramatic improvement in the human rights situation in North Korea. They 
offer at least seven concrete approaches to dealing with the DPRK crisis. 
Unfortunately, each of these approaches has serious limitations.

Common Interest 
Without Coordination
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1. Deny the technology and materials North Korea needs for nuclear weapons and 
missile development

Unfortunately, international efforts have already failed to stop the DPRK 
from building working nuclear explosives. North Korea’s pursuit of a ura-
nium-based weapon in addition to a plutonium-fueled bomb further reduces 
the outside world’s capability to stymie DPRK development work. North 
Korea contains abundant recoverable uranium deposits. DPRK technicians 
are apparently making progress toward robust long-range missiles and 
warhead miniaturization in spite of international nonproliferation protocols.

2. Work to subvert the regime by undermining its public support

By all accounts, many North Koreans now see glimpses of media from the 
outside world despite the best efforts of their government to retain totalitar-
ian control over information. Continuing to smuggle in leaflets and DVDs 
that exposes the regime’s failings could in theory help inspire a popular 
revolt that would topple the regime and possibly open the door to a new 
government that would seek peace, economic openness, and better treat-
ment of the North Korean people. There are, however, two large problems 
with this prospective solution. First, the increasing awareness of the North 
Korean people that their country is relatively poor does not necessarily turn 
them against their own government because many accept the government’s 
continually repeated argument that the DPRK’s economic difficulties are the 
result of hostility on the part of a superpower that seeks to destroy North 
Korea. Second, even if they wanted to rebel, ordinary North Koreans lack 
the means to organize and to arm themselves.

3. Persuade China to stop propping up the regime

China is certainly the external power with the greatest influence over North 
Korea—a major supplier of basic necessities such as food and energy, the 
DPRK’s main trading partner, and Pyongyang’s protector in the UN Security 
Council. A Chinese decision to work for the overthrow of the Kim regime 
might have pivotal results. It is clear, however, that China prefers the status 
quo of nuclear-armed North Korean brinksmanship under the command 
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of the crass and callow Kim Jong Un to the dangers that would stem from 
regime collapse. While the Chinese understate the extent of their influence 
over the DPRK as a negotiating tactic with Americans, Beijing is more 
sensitive than the United States to the limits of China’s ability to make 
North Korea’s leaders act against their own perceived interests. Although 
many Chinese commentators have reached the conclusion that Pyongyang’s 
behavior does not support China’s interests, this sentiment would have to 
reach much higher levels for China to support a change of government. 
Chinese frustration is therefore manageable for Pyongyang.

4. Increase foreign economic cooperation with North Korea to strengthen the DPRK’s 
disincentives for outlaw behavior

To the extent that Pyongyang sees foreign trade and investment as valuable, 
presumably the DPRK government will try harder to avoid actions that 
might endanger the inflow of economic benefits. Greatly increased trade 
and investment, then, might succeed where sanctions and military deter-
rence failed in moderating DPRK behavior. Since Pyongyang has taken 
denuclearization off the table, this approach would amount to trade first 
with the hope that reduced tensions and ultimately denuclearization would 
follow. But for Washington, Seoul, and Tokyo, the lifting of sanctions against 
Pyongyang without denuclearization or a comparably substantial concession 
by North Korea is politically close to impossible and would open each of 
these governments to severe domestic criticism. Although China pursues 
a robust economic relationship with the DPRK, this has not prevented the 
DPRK government from regularly defying Chinese wishes.

5. Offer North Korea a US-DPRK peace treaty and nonaggression pledge from 
Seoul and Washington in exchange for DPRK denuclearization

This approach is questionable on three grounds. First, recent DPRK policy 
evinces an interest not in bargaining away the nuclear weapons program, but 
rather in getting Washington to accept North Korea as a nuclear weapons 
state. Indeed, as we have seen, the regime extolls nuclear weapons as a major 
achievement and legacy of the otherwise grim Kim Jong Il era. Second, 
Washington and Seoul have previously offered numerous official statements 
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of non-intent to invade North Korea—statements that are highly credible 
since the two governments have demonstrated aversion to that option even 
in the face of persistent DPRK belligerence. Additional assurances may not 
bring about a change in the DPRK’s posture because it is not clear that 
the regime wants to reduce tensions. Maintaining a permanent war footing 
bolsters the regime’s domestic legitimacy by supplying an excuse for the 
country’s lack of prosperity and a source for claims that the leadership is 
successfully protecting the country from hostile foreign powers. Third, the 
DPRK’s record of breaking or cheating on international agreements raises 
the suspicion that even if Pyongyang was to seemingly reverse course and 
agree to trade its nuclear weapons program for economic and political 
rewards, there is a high likelihood that the agreement would break down 
soon after North Korea pocketed the concessions offered by its adversaries.

6. Build confidence in inter-Korea relations by promoting relatively easy forms of 
cooperation, such as tourism and family reunions

This approach fits the assumption that a benign ROK will make the North 
Korea government feel more secure, leading to a melting away of DPRK 
hostility. Confidence-building makes sense if Pyongyang is mistakenly wor-
ried about a nonexistent ROK intention to invade the North. In that case 
nonsensitive joint activities could help allay North Korea’s fears. If, however, 
Pyongyang is worried about peaceful absorption by South Korea or by the 
loss of an external enemy on which to blame the DPRK government’s fail-
ures, the presumption that Pyongyang is interested in confidence-building 
is questionable.

7. Initiate Five-Party Talks, without North Korea, to signal to Pyongyang the 
region’s willingness to cooperate and to formulate an approach without North 
Korean input

This would be an addition to the many signals already sent to Pyong-
yang, to little apparent effect, that other governments in the region support 
denuclearization and most also condemn North Korea’s massive failure to 
protect its citizens’ human rights. While Five-Party Talks would reinforce 
a siege mentality in Pyongyang and might produce the temporary tactical 
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response of an international outreach campaign by the DPRK featuring a 
few goodwill gestures, it is highly unlikely that the convening of the Five 
would alter the basic calculations within the Kim regime that have produced 
the nuclear and missile programs and the humanitarian disaster in North 
Korea. Furthermore, Beijing has shown itself highly averse to the perception 
that China is plotting with Pyongyang’s adversaries behind the backs of the 
North Koreans, fearing this will weaken China’s influence in Pyongyang. 
This reduces the possibility that China would agree to a multilateral meet-
ing expressly called to discuss the DPRK problem if the North Koreans 
were not in attendance.

Unfortunately, it is hard to escape the conclusion that while other gov-
ernments in the region can agree on their opposition to nuclearization and 
humanitarian disaster in North Korea, they cannot agree on a coordinated, 
effective strategy for solving these problems. Each of these outside govern-
ments has a unique assessment of the level and nature of the North Korea 
issue, and each would prefer to deal with this issue in a different way. Fur-
thermore, even if the other major regional states including China agreed to 
support a coordinated approach, it is not clear that any nonmilitary method 
could persuade North Korea to give up its WMD programs or its human 
rights violations. The costs of this ongoing crisis are rising as the North 
Korean population continues to suffer and the DPRK advances toward a 
nuclear ICBM capability.
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The North Korea Crisis and Regional Responses
Postwar East Asia has seen astonishing economic dynamism in Japan, South 
Korea, China, and Taiwan as well as a transformation of authoritarian regimes 
into vibrant democracies in South Korea and Taiwan. Neither of these trends 
has taken hold in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), which 
remains the worst kind of historical anachronism: a hereditary monarchy 
with the modern trappings of totalitarianism and a centrally mismanaged 
economy. Insecure both internally and externally, and ruthless in its pursuit 
of regime survival, the DPRK government has spawned two crises. The 
first is a domestic humanitarian disaster, caused by the government’s 
massive failure to protect the human rights of its people. The second is a 
regional strategic crisis caused by North Korea’s development of nuclear 
weapons along with the ballistic missiles that might deliver them.

Governments in the region recognize that the DPRK’s prison labor camps are a 
moral outrage. They are also united in their opposition to North Korea’s nuclear 
weapons program, although they perceive differing levels and types of threats 
from these weapons. There is a basis for coordinated action against a North 
Korean state that is extraordinarily weak in economic and diplomatic terms. 
Such action, however, has not succeeded in solving either the humanitarian or 
the nuclear weapons crisis. Nor is any breakthrough expected in the foreseeable 
future. The explanation is found in the differing agenda of the frontline states, 
which includes “resident” Asian power the United States. This book delineates the 
twin crises and analyzes the relevant interests and positions of other major states 
in the region, assembling a broad picture of the overall lack of policy convergence 
beyond agreement on a few general principles. This volume is unusual in its 
collection of a variety of national viewpoints on a single major international 
issue. It provides valuable insight into the ongoing problem of managing a 
recalcitrant North Korea within an otherwise modern and globalizing region.
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