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I. Interposing a Problem

In early October 2002, the U.S. sent a special envoy to North Korea to warn that it  was aware of the North’s clandestine program to enrich uranium for nuclear weapons. The encounter led to the U.S. announcement that Pyongyang had admitted to having such a program, thereby terminating fuel oil delivery to the North. North Korea denied the existence of the program and took retaliatory actions. The AF effectively collapsed, producing the dangerous result that we are now facing.


North Korea recently claimed that it had extracted plutonium from the reprocessing of 8,017 spent fuel rods, which is realistic given that it has the capability and that there exists a “threat of rust.” In addition, the North claimed that it already had nuclear weapons, and that it was prepared to perform a “physical demonstration” or to “transfer” them to other countries.  Such claims may turn out to be blackmail or brinkmanship, strategies familiar to most North Korea observers. But, it also seems probable that the structural constraint under which Kim Jong Il has to operate may, for example, leave him with no choice but to sell the fissile material to “rogues.” 

It would be irresponsible for U.S. policy makers to simply ignore such claims not only because what the North has already produced poses a great threat to the security of the U.S. in regard to global terrorism, but also because a nuclear North Korea would make the U.S. forces stationed in South Korea and Japan, (and these hosting countries)  vulnerable to nuclear blackmail. It may trigger a nuclear arms race in Northeast Asia, thereby impairing the various U.S. commercial opportunities in the region and the non-proliferation regime that has long been a cornerstone of U.S. security policy for the last several decades. Moreover, the threat to the U.S. will be greatly amplified by the potential development of North Korean ballistic missiles which have the capability to reach major cities in the western U.S. The worst case scenario would be a nuclear North Korea attack on the U.S. as a result from the belief that it is about to be attacked in a preemptive war.
The second Bush administration must pay the long over-due, much needed serious attention to the North Korean nuclear problem. There is a way to diplomatically solve the problem if there is political will. The objective of this paper is to suggest policy alternatives based on what I would call a “strategic-pragmatic approach” that will bring  great “substantive and fundamental” benefits to the U.S. and the rest of the world.


II. Current Positions of the United States and North Korea
The U.S. is currently proposing that “the DPRK would, as a first step, unilaterally commit to dismantle all of its nuclear programs.”
  Assuming that North Korea would commit to this, the parties to the six-party talks would provide provisional multilateral security assurances which would become more enduring as the process proceeded, start a study to determine the energy requirements of the DPRK and how to meet them through non-nuclear energy programs, and start a discussion of steps necessary to lift remaining economic sanctions on the DPRK, and on the steps necessary for removal of the DPRK from the List of State Sponsors of Terrorism.

The parties would then reach an agreement on a detailed implementation plan requiring, at a minimum, supervised disabling, dismantlement and elimination of all nuclear-related facilities and materials, removal of all nuclear weapons and weapons components, centrifuges and other nuclear parts, fissile material and fuel rods, and implementation of a long-term monitoring program. Upon conclusion of the agreement, non-U.S. parties would provide heavy fuel oil to the DPRK.

The agreement will be implemented with a three-month preparatory period in which the DPRK would provide a complete listing of all its nuclear activities, cease operations of all its nuclear activities, permit the securing of all fissile material and the monitoring of all fuel rods, and permit the publicly disclosed and observable disablement of all nuclear weapons, weapons components and key centrifuge parts.

Particularly important from the U.S. perspective is to make sure that the North’s declaration and actions include its uranium enrichment program and existing weapons.


After the completion of dismantlement, “lasting benefits to the DPRK” would result from the energy study, the discussions of ending sanctions and the removal of the DPRK from the List of State Sponsors of Terrorism. Even after the dismantlement, however, “the DPRK must take other steps to achieve a wholly transformed relationship with the U.S.” including changing its behavior on human rights, addressing the issues underlying its appearance on the List, eliminating other WMD, putting an end to the proliferation of missiles and its technology, and adopting a less provocative conventional force disposition.

North Korea is proposing to address a sequence of U.S. concerns if its own concerns are simultaneously addressed by the U.S.
 North Korea requests that the U.S. provide it with a written non-aggression pledge, normalize diplomatic relations with it, refrain from hindering its economic dealings with other countries, and supply Light Water Reactors (LWRs) in exchange for the North’s dismantlement of its nuclear weapons program and termination of missile tests and exports. Regarding the uranium enrichment issue, North Korea has denied several times the existence of such a program. 

The North proposes a step-by-step approach, citing distrust between the U.S. and itself. As first-phase actions, it says it is willing to freeze all the facilities related to nuclear weapons and products churned out by their operation, refrain from producing more nuclear weapons, as well as transferring and testing them, and accept that the freeze would be the first step toward an ultimate dismantlement of the nuclear weapons program.
At the same time, the North says that the U.S. should commit itself to the renunciation of its “hostile policy” toward the DPRK, and that its nuclear freeze should be accompanied by compensation, which includes a U.S. commitment  to the lifting of sanctions and the blockades against it and removal of it from the list of sponsors of terrorism, and that the U.S. should directly participate in the energy assistance efforts to provide 2,000,000kW through the supply of heavy oil and electricity, etc.

As described above, the gap between the two parties is wide. However, the outlook is not entirely gloomy. In fact, they expressed that some elements helpful to making progress in the talks were found. All things considered, it seems reasonable to suggest that there is some room for negotiation between the two nations. But in order to make significant progress, it is critically important for the concerned parties to become strategic and pragmatic.

III. A Strategic-Pragmatic Approach

Pragmatism, as I see it, involves a weighing of costs and benefits and a calculation of probabilities with a particular emphasis on consequences. A typical example of pragmatism in international politics is put forth by Hans Morgenthau, one of the best known conservative “realists,” when he stresses that successful diplomacy should be divested of the “crusading spirit;” and that one must keep the objective of foreign policy defined in terms of the “substance of real advantage.”
However, my approach is more than a “value-free” calculation of immediate costs and benefits. It considers democratic principles and humanistic values as the fundamental bases from which every foreign policy should be derived. But, at the same time, it appreciates the importance of prioritizing the issues, and distinguishes between what can be accomplished now and what can be achieved in the future. It highlights the wisdom that problems that are intractable now will become far easier to solve thanks to the accumulation of prior accomplishments. Thus, my approach is closely linked to principles and values insofar as the collected pragmatic achievements will work together to contribute, in a longer and broader term, to the realization and promotion of such principles and values. It is in this sense that my approach is “strategic” as well as pragmatic.

1.  Disaggregation of the Problem and Parallel-Processing

It is not in the interest of U.S. to designate the resolution of the uranium enrichment problem as a prerequisite for serious negotiation on North Korea’s other nuclear programs. The reason is simply because plutonium being churned out by the North’s nuclear facilities can be easily transformed into nuclear bombs within several months, whereas uranium, assuming the North has full-fledged capabilities to produce highly enriched uranium, will take years to be transformed into bombs. It is unwise for the U.S. to give the North additional time to produce plutonium-based nuclear weapons while squabbling over the uranium program. Disaggregation of the nuclear issue and the simultaneous, but individual, processing of them is a rational and necessary course of action for the U.S.


However, the parallel-processing of the disaggregated nuclear question,  does link the two issues. In other words, the resolution of the plutonium issue alone would not mean much; if the uranium problem remains unresolved, the nuclear dispute still remain an unfinished issue. Security assurances would be withdrawn and energy assistance would be terminated, along with other benefits to the North. The point is that the two issues are closely linked in the sense that the resolution of any of these issues should be just part of the process toward settling the entire problem, but, at the same time, a currently insoluble problem should not obstruct negotiations on issues showing a potential for resolution.
One can argue that parallel processing requires a high degree of confidence on the part of the U.S. that the uranium issue will in fact be addressed to its satisfaction. A suspicion could arise that North Korea would have an incentive to retain its uranium program as a deterrent precisely because it has offered to give up the plutonium program. But, from the perspective of the North, there is no value of retaining a uranium program while giving up its plutonium program that is a much more effective deterrent. The North will abandon both programs if it views the price is right, and it will retain the both programs if it views keeping a nuclear deterrent is necessary. Moreover, given that the parallel processing does link the two issues, keeping a clandestine uranium program would not make logical sense to the North because it knows that the opportunity cost would be enormous.

Plutonium Realm
It seems probable that the U.S. request for North Korea’s unilateral commitment to the dismantlement of its nuclear program will get a positive response from North Korea as long as it feels that further “sincere and substantive” negotiations are forthcoming. Upon the North’s commitment, 
The U.S. should arrange “U.S.-led multilateral security assurances,” affirming that the parties will not use military force or seek regime change, the lifting of sanctions and removal of North Korea from the list of sponsors of terrorism, and the provision of energy assistance by non-U.S. parties, in return for the North’s freezing its plutonium activities and permitting the securing of all plutonium by the U.S. or any third party it designates, and accounting for the missing fuel rods. In the case that either the U.S. or North Korea fails to honor its commitment, the other parties are obligated to take collective actions to ensure the continued  implementation of the accord.
By proposing and reaching such a deal, the U.S. benefits greatly, and, at the least, has little to lose unless. It would be prudent for the U.S. to reassure North Korea. From the standpoint of the North, the threat it feels from the U.S. is very compelling and significant. It has decried the Bush administration’s  “designation of the DPRK as a ‘target of a preemptive nuclear attack’ (Nuclear Posture Review, January 9, 2002), as ‘evil’ (State of the Union address, January 29, 2002), and as a candidate for ‘regime change’ (Rumsfeld memo, April 21, 2003).” 

In particular, North Korea seems worried about what it views as “religious fundamentalism” on the part of the Bush administration. North Korea believes that it has no reason to trust an administration that has defined it as evil in a Christian context. Evil is not something to be rewarded, even if it performs good deeds. Rather, it is the object of annihilation. North Korea has continued to uphold the U.S.-Iraq war as a prime example of American “crusaderism.” 

The threat the North perceives from the U.S. is amplified due to its outdated conventional weaponry, its moribund economy, which is far from being capable of supporting a war, not to mention its inability to feed its own people, and that if a war were to break-out, it may have to fight without the support from its former patrons. This threat that the North faces, necessitates the U.S. provision of security assurances for it as a necessity before moving forward on any deals with the U.S.

It seems that the U.S.  will not offer a non-aggression treaty with North Korea for a variety of reasons of which the North  is aware. A reasonable alternative could be a letter containing a non-aggression pledge by the U.S. President that is endorsed by the other four nations participating in the six-party talks. The U.S. may fear, with some justification based on experience, that North Korea will renege on its obligations under the agreement and leave it worse off. But, a security assurance statement, while serving both nations’ substantive interests, will benefit Washington more, as the U.S. will incur little loss if Pyongyang cheats and the statement becomes a scrap of paper.  The four nations participating in the six-party talks, sans the U.S., will provide energy assistance for the North, which is also subject to termination if the North cheats. The sanctions and the Terrorism List will be back in place. However, in the case that the U.S. cheats on the agreement, North Korea will have a lot to lose if it has already begun to process the U.S. requests. The U.S. should understand that its actions would be easily reversible, while what it might be able to require from North Korea could be irreversible. 

Uranium Realm 

Present the evidence the U.S. has and make sure that it is adequately explained by the North

The U.S. interests would be better served by convening an Experts Meeting to deal with the issues of the uranium enrichment while simultaneously pursuing a freeze on the North’s plutonium-related activities and securing plutonium/the rods. At this  Meeting the U.S. should clarify the ambiguities surrounding the uranium program by presenting the evidence it has claimed to have. This is especially important, given that the intelligence regarding Iraq’s WMD is inaccurate and that some U.S. officials are finding an “uncomfortable parallel”
 between Iraq case and that of North Korea. A presentation of the evidence would ensure a rational decision making process, while boosting the credibility of the current administration, particularly among members of Congress with whom the administration has thus far declined to share the “evidence.”
It appears that the U.S. is concerned for the protection of its information sources on the uranium enrichment program. Washington seems to fear that by revealing this information, North Korea will discover this intelligence as well, and then deny any future gathering of information from that source. However, this speculation seems conflict with reality. Anyone who has access to the information about the uranium enrichment program must be a very high-level official trusted completely by Kim Jong Il. It is unrealistic to imagine that the informant has  continued to carry out these secret exchanges for the U.S. without getting caught, even if interested in becoming a spy for the U.S., which is very unlikely considering the highly elitist nature of the Kim regime.

Suppose that a source inside the Kim regime exists. But, by simply presenting the evidence, the U.S. would not be compromising the source. It could just show the evidence, without revealing how it collected it, regarding the materials, such as high-density aluminum tubes and/or centrifuges, that the US believes the North has secured. Now, suppose that a spy exists and that a hypothetical situation arises where the source is possibly compromised. Even in this case, it would be unwise for the U.S. not to disclose the evidence. The potential for future intelligence collection does not take precedence over the risk of a nuclear North Korea, given the terrible consequences this entails.

More recently, it  was reported that “classified packets” of data have been passed to China in order to convince the Chinese that the North has two weapons programs under way.  However, the Chinese foreign minister has recently told reporters that he definitely does not know any more than they do about the North’s uranium enrichment.
 Furthermore, there has not been any clear or official confirmation from the other non-U.S. parties that the North has such a program.


In any case, what is important is to make sure that the evidence the US claims to have is adequately explained by North Korea. Once the Experts Meeting is convened and the U.S.’s evidence is presented, North Korea will be asked to provide an explanation for it. At this point, the U.S. should be flexible enough to reduce the burden of the confession by the North; for example, accepting a notice that the North started the uranium enrichment program to complete the nuclear fuel cycle for peaceful purposes. The 2002 Pyongyang Declaration was possible only because Koizumi was flexible enough to accept Kim’s explanation concerning the kidnappings. 


There is a good probability that the North actually has an uranium enrichment program at an R&D stage rather than at an operational one. Right before the Kelly delegation’s visit to North Korea in October 2002, the governments of both South Korea and Japan were briefed on the North’s “HEU” program. But, none of these efforts by the U.S. deterred the two key allies in Northeast Asia from pursuing active engagements with  the North. It therefore seems plausible to suggest that if the North Korean threat was perceived as “serious” at the time of their briefings, the allies would never have done what they did in September and early October 2002. Moreover, it was a South Korean intelligence organization that provided the U.S. with the information in the first place.
  Probably the most important piece of  evidence implicating that North Korea may not have a “HEU” program, is that the U.S. government has recently decided not to use the terminology “HEU” program, preferring instead to use the wording, “uranium enrichment” program.
 The U.S. dropping of “Highly” in HEU is significant in another sense because the U.S. announcement in October 2002 that the North had admitted to possessing  the “Highly” Enriched (weapons-grade) Uranium program started the second nuclear crisis on the peninsula.


If there is no significant difference between the U.S.’s evidence and the material presented by the North, the U.S. and other participants will have the right to request the removal of the material by North Korea, since possession of such material violates at minimum the spirit of the AF and other agreements. The resolution of this problem will certainly provide positive feedback to the negotiation process on plutonium and speed up movement toward resolution. 

 In case of a divergence, create a ‘Four-Nation Inspection Regime’ to remove the gap

One of the reasons why the U.S. has been reluctant to present its evidence is that, once it is revealed, the U.S. believes that the North will move the program to another secret location, or simply remove it all together in order to make the U.S. assessment appear to be a false accusation. One way to prevent possible cheating on the part of North Korea is to provide the U.S. with the right to an on-site inspection without advanced notice. However, this would be unacceptable to North Korea because it would certainly view this as an “a malicious attempt to disarm and destroy it.” Therefore, there is a need for an alternative inspection mechanism that would be acceptable to both sides, even if it meant there would be some dissatisfaction on each side.


Considering North Korea’s (and the U.S.’s) problem with the IAEA, one alternative is an inspection regime administered by the four other nations participating in the six-party talks. If the U.S. detects, or is suspicious of nuclear activities in North Korea, it can request that the inspection regime to grant the U.S. the right to a “snap” inspection, tantamount to the inspection stipulated in the 1997 additional protocol to NPT (INFCIRC/540). The U.S. inspection could then be implemented pending a legally binding decision by the four nations to allow it. The merit of this idea is that it reduces the burden on North Korea for accepting intrusive inspections while the U.S., not any third party, can have “direct and immediate” access to the suspicious sites, which goes far past anything that the North has so far allowed. This nearly unprecedented approach may be difficult to establish and implement, but it is not without historical precedence. The “Keumchangri access” in 1999 is a clear example.

What counts the most in the process of creating the new inspection regime is the U.S. political will. It should be understood by all parties that, unlike the plutonium program, there cannot be a one hundred percent verification on uranium enrichment activities. Therefore, a realistic and pragmatic way to verify uranium enrichment should not be based on an “all-or-nothing” attitude, but rather, on a “take-what-is-possible-now-and-pursue-further” approach. Indeed, given the seemingly intractable stalemate between the U.S. and North Korea, “the four-nation inspection regime” is an option worth exploring. 

2. Upon Resolution of Nuclear Problems, Normalize Relations with North Korea to Transform It.


If North Korea successfully addresses U.S. suspicion of its uranium enrichment, either by a satisfactory explanation or by agreeing to the establishment of the intrusive four-nation inspection regime, a rapid improvement on the plutonium front is expected to follow. It would not make sense for the North to solve one element of the problem and remain intransigent on the other. In exchange for the North’s dismantlement of all its nuclear facilities and removal of all its nuclear material, the U.S. should normalize relations with Pyongyang and provide permanent substantive benefits, including means to fundamentally improve energy problems and LWRs that cannot be transformed to serve military purposes. Then, the North should rejoin the NPT and immediately re-sign the safeguards agreement with the IAEA, which would permit the IAEA inspection access to LWRs. Normalization of relations would bring about a solution to the missile proliferation problem that the North has promised in its proposal. In the normalization process, North Korea should be obligated to make such a pledge and join the Missile Technology Control Regime.


The U.S. seems to view the normalization of its relations with North Korea as some sort of compensation to North Korea.. But if it looks at the other side of it, Washington will find that the normalization will bring it great advantages in various dimensions. For example, due to greatly alleviated threat perception, normalization could encourage the North to make a move toward more thorough reforms and give it confidence in opening-up. After Sino-U.S. normalization of relations, China became far more pragmatic and open, which suggests the possibility for a similar future for a post-normalization North Korea.


Additionally, normalization will bring about expanded commercial and cultural exchanges that will inevitably lead to tremendous intellectual exchanges between North Korea and the West. As long as the North harbors intentions to build nuclear weapons, it is not possible to guarantee that the North will continue to be non-nuclear, given that it has the technology and the scientists necessary to build nuclear weapons. Therefore, it is essential to the U.S. that North Korea voluntarily abandons its intentions. In a post-Cold War period, it is not difficult to predict where the exchange of ideas between Socialism/Juche/Songun Politics and market democracy will lead North Korea. A pragmatic and open North Korea, integrated with the international society, will find that its efforts to possess nuclear weapons will in fact harm its fundamental interests.


On nuclear verification, normalization of relations will lead to another advantage for the U.S. As mentioned earlier, outside verification of WMD, especially uranium-related, is difficult to accomplish mainly because such programs are clandestine. The more foreigners travel and stay in North Korea, the more opportunities arise for thorough inspection and verification on secret programs of dangerous and illicit weapons. 

Skeptics express concerns that “propping up” North Korea’s economy will result in an economically and militarily stronger North Korea that will become more emboldened to attack South Korea and U.S. interests overseas. However, this may only be true if North Korea has nuclear weapons. Kim Jong Il understands that a war initiated by a denuclearized North would be an act of suicide. He knows that his military adventurism would be opposed by both China and Russia and instantly defeated by the mighty firepower of the Combined Forces of the U.S. and South Korea. Kim has no reason to become militarily adventurous, having been stripped of nuclear weapons.

Under the U.S. proposal, Washington requests that the North takes “other steps to achieve a wholly transformed relationship with the U.S.,” including changing its behavior on human rights and adopting a less provocative conventional force disposition. If the U.S. is truly interested in resolving the nuclear problem, it should not put these issues on the current negotiating table. The U.S. should be reminded, for example, that its efforts to promote human rights in South Korea and China were much more successful after a civil society had evolved in South Korea and an American embassy was established in China.

IV. Is There Will?

Since the economic reforms of 2002, market elements have infiltrated and spread throughout North Korea’s planned economy. However, the shut-down of the Sinuiju Special Zone and the deterioration of relations with the U.S. have retarded  the influx of foreign capital. As a result, the expected economic synergy effect that should have been produced from the combination of the reforms and the inflows of foreign investment has been close to nonexistent. On the contrary, the inflation caused by the deregulation of prices and wages, unmatched by an increase in production, has severely obstructed the reform efforts of the North.

On the political front, the Kim regime remains stable. In late 2004, there were speculations that he may have lost absolute power, citing that his portraits were being removed from buildings in his country. These speculations were derived from the ignorance of the fact that, in November 1990, Kim himself gave orders to remove his portraits from  public buildings and places foreigners frequently visit. The North’s foreign ministry stated that the reports were “nothing but stupid and ridiculous acts just like trying to remove the sun from the sky."
  Kim Jong Il is not the sun, but he firmly holds the status as “the sun of the North Korean people.”


On the military front, North Korea has become more aggressive and reckless with its nuclear programs. Ironically, at the same time, North Korea has become more wary of possible attacks by the U.S. In fact, the government has published a list of wartime guidelines for its military and its twenty two million people. It includes the necessary steps to shift the country into a full-scale war footing within twenty four hours of an attack, causing concerns for unintended military conflicts on the peninsula.


North Korea, at the start of 2005, looks politically stable, yet, there exists sensitive and nervous undertones. In an attempt to help safely remove the nuclear dangers North Korea poses to the U.S. and to the rest of the world, I have made a series of policy recommendations from the strategic-pragmatic perspective that would promote the reform and opening-up of the North, and in turn would enhance security and stability in Northeast Asia as well. 
Critics of the Bush administration tend to suggest a “lack of will” on the part of the U.S. to solve the North Korean nuclear problem. One criticism relates this reluctance to the Bush administration’s severe aversion toward the Kim regime. In 1954, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles considered communists evil, and even refused to shake hands with premier Zhou Enlai at the Geneva Conference. In 1971, President Nixon, a strong advocate of anti-communism, but a strategic and pragmatic realist, rushed down the stairway of his plane at the Beijing airport to shake hand of the same person Secretary Dulles had previously refused to shake. The Bush administration must be able to compare what happened in China during the two decades leading up to 1971, with what transpired during the two decades after 1971, and understand which China better serves the U.S. strategic and other interests. 
Some other critics relate the lack of will to the “neo-con allergy” to be seen doing anything like Clinton as it pertains to North Korea. For them, no deal may be better than a bad deal. Other criticisms rely on what the Bush administration might call a “conspiracy theory” which says that the administration fears that the disappearance of the North Korean threat would weaken its justification for the U.S. missile defense program, which benefits numerous defense contractors and subcontractors who provide strong political support for President Bush. Another “conspiracy theory” says that the U.S. is reluctant to reduce military tension on the peninsula because it would lose a lucrative weapons export market in South Korea worth approximately one billion dollars a year and that the U.S. fears the possibility that its options on the peninsula would be driven by the policies of others at the expense of U.S. interests. 
The Bush administration has a political and moral responsibility to disprove such “conspiracy theories” so that the U.S. can reemerge as a respected global leader. That serves the fundamental U.S. and the world’s interests.
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