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Biden Administration’s Korea Policy Represents
Change and Continuing Challenges

Bruce Klingner
The Heritage Foundation

Abstract

President Biden’s strategies and tone will be a return to normative
U.S. views of alliances, decision-making procedures, and diplomacy
prevalent in previous administrations of both political parties. The
Biden Administration will return to a traditionalist U.S. view of
alliances that is based on shared values, principles and objectives
rather than transactional relationships focused on allies’ monetary
contributions. Biden will inherit a more dangerous North Korean
security threat than his predecessor faced. During the past four
years, North Korea’s nuclear, missile, and conventional forces
increased in scope and sophistication. Biden will emphasize policy
over personality but pressing for progress toward denuclearization
rather than touting a close personal relationship with Kim Jong-un.
It is unknown how the Biden administration will define the
parameters of an acceptable North Korean denuclearization
accord nor how strongly it will enforce sanctions or criticize
Pyongyang’s human rights violations. The North Korean nuclear
problem has vexed successive U.S. presidents of both political
parties. Pyongyang may not any more willing to engage
diplomatically nor make any progress toward denuclearization
with a Biden Administration than previous U.S. administrations.
President Biden will need to develop a policy of deterrence,
containment, pressure, and diplomacy.

Key Words: Joseph Biden, North Korea, denuclearization, nuclear
weapons, nuclear negotiations, U.S.-South Korean
alliance, Special Measures Agreement
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President Joe Biden’s strategies and tone will be a return to norma-
tive U.S. views of alliances, decision-making procedures, and diplomacy
prevalent in previous administrations of both political parties. Biden will
be less impulsive, unpredictable, and disruptive than his predecessor.
His policies, once set, are expected to be relatively constant without
sudden unexpected reversals. Biden will be unlike to surprise his cabinet
secretaries, the U.S. government bureaucracy, and America’s allies with
abrupt policy changes. Instead, Biden’s policy statements will be con-
sistent with his administration’s National Security Strategy and National
Military Strategy.

As Biden assumes the presidency, he will seek to prioritize domestic
issues, including remedying the devastating societal and economic im-
pacts of the COVID pandemic, over foreign policy. The world, however,
has a tendency to intrude upon the plans of new presidents. China will
undoubtedly be the major foreign policy concern for the Biden Admin-
istration since it encompasses military, economic, and diplomatic
threats.

North Korea may not initially be a predominant focus of the admin-
istration. But Pyongyang doesn’t like to be ignored. The regime has his-
torically ramped up tensions early in a new U.S. and South Korean
administration to, as one North Korean defector told this author, “train
them like a dog” and induce concessions. Provocations could include con-
tinuation of tactical-level missile launches or the initial launch of the new
massive ICBM revealed in North Korea’s October 10 parade or another
nuclear test. Such blatant violations of UN resolutions would require a firm
response by the Biden Administration.

However, the COVID pandemic may serve to initially constrain North
Korean provocations. Pyongyang did not implement its threat to conduct

a “shocking action”! after its December 2019 deadline, possibly because

1 ABC Net, “North Korea’s Kim Jong-un Threatens ‘Shocking Action’ against US with ‘New
Weapon,”” January 1, 2020, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-01-01/north-korea-threat-
new-strategic-weapon-us/11836450.



of the impact of its self-imposed COVID restrictions. The regime may delay
provocations that are intended to drive U.S. negotiators back to the table
with concessions until the COVID situation stabilizes and its diplomats

could meet face-to-face with U.S. counterparts.

Repairing Alliances

The most immediate and significant difference in a Biden Adminis-
tration will be in how the United States treats its allies. President Biden
will seek to reassure allies who in recent years have increasingly questioned
the continued viability of the United States as an ally. Biden pledged to
honor U.S. commitment to its security treaty commitments and extended
deterrence guarantee.?

Biden will return to a traditionalist U.S. view of alliances that is based
on shared values, principles and objectives rather than transactional rela-
tionships focused on allies” monetary contributions. He vowed to “stand
with South Korea, strengthening our alliance to safeguard peace in East
Asia and beyond, rather than extorting Seoul with reckless threats to re-
move our troops.”3

Biden will abandon demands for exponential increases in allied con-
tributions that sought to make a profit off the stationing of U.S. forces
overseas? and will, instead, seek incremental increases.> He declared that
he would not withdraw American troops from the Korean Peninsula.

Trump had repeatedly warned he would reduce or withdraw forces from

2 “Exclusive: Former Vice President Joe Biden Sits Down with CNN,” CNN, July 5, 2019,
http://edition.cnn.com/TRANSCRIPTS/1907/05/nday.05.html.

3 Duk-kun Byun, “Biden Will Not Treat Allies as 'Protection Racket," Says Adviser,” Yonhap,
October 11, 2020, https://en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20201009000600325.

4 In Special Measures Agreement negotiations with South Korea, Trump instructed his diplo-
mats to seek “cost plus 50%,” which was later raised to four- and five-fold increases in host
nation support during subsequent talks.

5 Bruce Klingner, James Jay Carafano and Walter Lohman, “Don’t Break Alliances over
Money,” The National Interest, November 22, 2019, https://nationalinterest.org/blog/korea-
watch/don%E2 %80%99t-break-alliances-over-money-98967.
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South Korea and Japan if Washington was not paid enough.® Doing so
would be a positive policy change and remove a major source of tension
between Washington and its Asian allies.

U.S. polls show strong public support for maintaining U.S. troop levels
in South Korea. A survey by the Korea Economic Institute show only 8
percent of American respondents favored withdrawing U.S. troops in
Korea and only 11% supported downsizing the force. About half of
respondents want troop levels maintained and 7 percent sought an
increase.”

Biden’s rhetoric to allies will be supportive and inclusive. He criticized
President Trump for having “belittled, undermined, and in some cases
abandoned U.S. allies and partners”8 and having “poked his finger in the
eye of all our friends and allies [while] embrac[ing] every autocrat in the
world.”®

The 2020 Democratic Party platform declared, “rather than denigrate
our partners and encourage tensions between our allies, the United States
will work to strengthen ties with and between our key allies in the region,
including Japan, South Korea, and Australia... Thailand and the Philip-
pines” as well as India and multilateral institutions like the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations.10

Biden may resume combined military exercises with South Korea
when COVID conditions allow. Trump had dismissed the exercises, critical

to maintaining allied deterrence capabilities, as provocative and “a total

6 Joseph R. Biden Jr.,” The New York Times, https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/us/
politics/joe-biden-foreign-policy.html.

7 “KEI: 2020 Report on American Attitudes toward the Korean Peninsula,” Korea Economic

Institute, http://keia.org/sites/default/files/publications/kei_report_092920.pdf.

Joseph R. Biden, Jr. “Why America Must Lead Again: Rescuing U.S. Foreign Policy after

Trump,” Foreign Affairs (March/April 2020), https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-

states/2020-01-23/why-america-must-lead-again.

Kylie Atwood and Nicole Gaouette, “How Biden Plans to Undo Trump's 'America First' For-

eign Policy and Return US to World Stage,” CNN, October 31, 2020, https://www.cnn.com/

2020/10/31/politics/biden-foreign-policy-plans/index.html.

10 “2020 Democratic Party Platform,” July 27, 2020, https://www.demconvention.com/
wp-content/uploads/2020/08/2020-07-31-Democratic-Party-Platform-For-
Distribution.pdf.
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waste of money.”!! During the 2018 Singapore summit, Trump unexpec-
tantly announced their cancellation, without having attained any reciprocal
diplomatic or military gestures from North Korea.!?

The Biden Administration is more likely than its predecessor to engage
in efforts to ameliorate strained relations between U.S. allies South Korea
and Japan. The Obama Administration conducted extensive behind-the-
scenes diplomacy with Seoul and Tokyo which facilitated their 2015
bilateral agreement on comfort women.!3 Vice President Biden personally
interceded with both South Korean President Park Geun-hye and Japanese
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe to facilitate a bilateral meeting between
them. 14

The Trump Administration has largely stepped back from the latest
imbroglio over contentious historic issues which was triggered by South
Korean court cases, Japanese export controls, and threats to end a bilateral

military intelligence sharing agreement.

Ever Growing North Korean Threat

For decades, every incoming U.S. president has inherited a more dan-
gerous North Korean security threat than his predecessor faced. Biden will
be no exception. During the past four years,

North Korea’s nuclear, missile, and conventional forces increased in
scope and sophistication. Pyongyang conducted its first hydrogen bomb

test and successfully launched two different ICBMs that can target the

11 “Remarks by President Trump in Press Conference, Hanoi, Vietnam,” The White House,
February 28, 2019, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-
trump-press-conference-hanoi-vietnam/; “Trump Calls Allied Exercise 'Unnecessary,' 'Total
Waste of Money,"” Korea Herald, August 26, 2019, http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?
ud=20190826000126.

12 Bruce Klingner, “The U.S. Should Implement Maximum Pressure after Failed Hanoi Sum-
mit,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder, no. 3409 (May 22, 2019).

13 “Comfort women” was the euphemism used by Japan for women forced into sexual slavery
during World War II.

14 Daniel Sneider, “Why Biden Will Embrace The American Alliances in Northeast Asia,”
Tokyo Business Today, November 23, 2020, https://toyokeizai.net/articles/-/390854.
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American homeland with nuclear weapons.

Pyongyang is producing a new generation of advanced mobile missiles
that are more accurate; mobile and solid-fueled that are more survivable
and difficult to target; and with a greater ability to evade allied missile de-
fenses. Contrary to President Trump’s assurances that the North Korea
threat had been resolved and Pyongyang was “denuking all over the
place,”15 Pyongyang continues to nuclearize at an accelerated rate. The
regime can create fissile materials for an estimated 7-12 nuclear warheads
per year'® and expanded and refined manufacturing facilities for fissile
material, nuclear weapons, missiles, mobile missile launchers, and reentry
vehicles.!”

In 2019, North Korea conducted a record high number of missile
launches, all of which were violations of UN resolutions while demon-
strating five new weapons systems which increased the threat to South
Korea and U.S. troops stationed there. In its October 2020 parade, Py-
ongyang revealed a record high number of new weapons systems, includ-
ing a new massive ICBM that may have the ability to carry multiple
warheads to overwhelm U.S. missile defenses, SLBM, numerous multiple
rocket launcher systems, and the regime’s first new main battle tank in

decades.!8

15 “President Trump Sits Down with George Stephanopoulous,” ABC News, June 12, 2018,
https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/president-trump-sits-george-stephanopoulos-
transcript/story?id=55831055.

16 Mary Beth D. Nikitin, “North Korea’s Nuclear and Ballistic Missile Programs” (Congressional
Research Service, June 6, 2019), https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF10472;
Ankit Panda, “US Intelligence: North Korea May Already Be Annually Accruing Enough
Fissile Material for 12 Nuclear Weapons,” The Diplomat, August 9, 2017, https://thediplo-
mat.com/2017/08/us-intelligence-north-korea-may-already-be-annually-accruing-enough-
fissile-material-for-12-nuclear-weapons/.

17 Courtney Kube, Ken Dilanian and Carol E. Lee, “North Korea Has Increased Nuclear Pro-
duction at Secret Sites, Say U.S. Officials,” NBC News, June 30, 2018, https://www.nbc-
news.com/news/north-korea/north-korea-has-increased-nuclear-production-secret-sites-say-u
-n887926; Ellen Nakashima and Joby Warrick, “U.S. Spy Agencies: North Korea Is Working
on New Missiles,” The Washington Post, July 30, 2018, https://www.washingtonpost.com/
gdpr-consent/?destination=%2fworld%2fnational-security %2 fus-spy-agencies-north-korea-
is-working-on-new-missiles%2f2018%2f07%2f30%2fb3542696-940d-11e8-a679-
b09212fb69c2_story.html%3f&utm_term=.b70bf4bfb8d9.

18 Bruce Klingner, “U.S. Will Face Stronger, More Provocative North Korea in 2021,” Heritage
Foundation Issue Briet, no. 6018 (October 22, 2020), https://www.heritage.org/sites/default/
files/2020-10/1B6018.pdf.
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North Korea Policy — Substance Over Style

The Biden Administration will return to a traditional “bottom up” bu-
reaucracy- and expert-based policy formulation and diplomatic outreach
to North Korea rather than impulsive “top down” approach. Biden has ar-
ticulated a comprehensive, though vaguely defined, policy for achieving
North Korean denuclearization and preventing proliferation. In a return to
familiar policy themes of earlier administrations, Biden emphasized “prin-

” o«

cipled diplomacy,” “empower|ing| our negotiators [to] jump-start a sus-

tained, coordinated campaign with our allies and others, including
China,”® the “right formula of sanctions enforcement and sanctions re-
lief,”20 and strong military deterrence. Biden emphasized that he would
“put enormous pressure on China...for them to put pressure on North

Korea to cease and desist” their nuclear programs.”2!

End of the Bromance

Biden criticized President Trump’s extolling of a strong personal rela-
tionship with Kim Jong-un, who is on the U.S. sanctions list for human
rights violations and, according to the 2014 UN Commission of Inquiry, a

purveyor of crimes against humanity.22 Biden has described Kim as a

19 Biden, Jr. “Why America Must Lead Again.”

20 “North Korea,” The New York Times, https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/us/poli-
tics/2020-democrats-north-korea-foreign-policy.html.

21 “Full Transcript of Tuesday Night's CNN/Des Moines Register Debate,” Des Moines Reg-
ister, January 14, 2020, https://www.desmoinesregister.com/story/news/elections/presiden-
tial/caucus/2020/01/14/democratic-debate-transcript-what-the-candidates-said-quotes/44607
89002/.

22 The UN Commission of Inquiry on Human Rights in the Democratic People’s Republic of
Korea, February 2014, https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/ColDPRK/Pages/Com-
missionlnquiryonHRIiNDPRK.aspx concluded that North Korea's human rights violations
were so “systemic, widespread, and gross” as to legally constitute crimes against humanity.
The report catalogues North Korea's atrocities included “extermination, murder, enslave-
ment, torture, imprisonment, rape, forced abortions and other sexual violence, persecution
on political, religious, racial and gender grounds, the forcible transfer of populations, the
enforced disappearance of persons and the inhumane act of knowingly causing prolonged
starvation.”

Biden Administration’s Korea Policy Represents Change and Continuing Challenges 11



“thug,” “dictator,” and “murderous tyrant”23 while Trump had praised
the North Korean leader as “honorable”?# and someone who “loves his
people.”2> Biden vowed to “make it clear to our adversaries that the days
of cozying up to dictators is over."26

Biden stated he would impose conditionality on any future summits
with North Korea. He derided Trump’s three meetings with Kim as “photo
ops”27 and “vanity projects”?® which “haven’t won a single promise from
North Korea.”?? Instead, Biden commented he'd be willing to meet with
Kim only if the North Korean leader agreed to reduce his nuclear weapons.
Brian McKeon, foreign policy advisor to Biden, explained there would
need to be substantive progress at lower levels, including “detailed nego-
tiations and understandings and documents written down on paper for the

leaders to approve and review and sign.”30

Much Remains Uncertain

Some predict that President Biden will resume Obama’s “strategic pa-

tience” policy which ignored the growing North Korean military arsenals

23 William Gallo, “For Trump or Biden, N. Korea Is the Problem That Won't Go Away,” Voice
of America, August 26, 2020, https://www.voanews.com/usa/trump-or-biden-n-korea-prob-
lem-wont-go-away; Rachel Frazin, “Biden Responds to North Korea: 'l Wear Their Insults
as a Badge of Honor," The Hill, November 15, 2019, https://thehill.com/homenews/cam-
paign/470715-biden-responds-to-north-korea-i-wear-their-insults-as-a-badge-of-honor.

24 Zachary Cohen and Kevin Liptak, “Trump Praises Kim Jong Un as Honorable, Refuses to
Explain Why,” CNN, April 25, 2018, https://www.cnn.com/2018/04/24/politics/trump-kim-
jong-un-honorable/index.html.

25 Maegan Vazquez, “Trump Says Accused Human Rights Abuser Kim Jong Un ‘Loves His
People,”” CNN, June 12, 2018, https://www.cnn.com/2018/06/12/politics/donald-trump-
kim-jong-un-loves-his-people/index.html.

26 Josh Smith, Hyonhee Shin and Trevor Hunnicutt, “Biden on North Korea: Fewer Summits,
Tighter Sanctions, Same Standoff,” August 20, 2020, https://in.reuters.com/article/uk-usa-
election-biden-northkorea-analysi/biden-on-north-korea-fewer-summits-tighter-sanctions-
same-standoff-idINKBN25G2R4.

27 Joseph R. Biden, Jr, Twitter, https://twitter.com/JoeBiden/status/1271572403563507712.

28 “Joseph R. Biden Jr.”

29 Sang Hyun Lee, “Joe Biden's North Korea Policy Will Put Allies, and Facts, First,” The Na-
tional Interest, August 31, 2020, https://nationalinterest.org/blog/korea-watch/joe-bidens-
north-korea-policy-will-put-allies-and-facts-first-167922.

30 Byun, “Biden Will Not Treat Allies as 'Protection Racket," Says Adviser.”
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while weakly applying pressure on the regime. But much has happened in
the intervening four years which could portend a stronger policy. These
factors include the growing North Korean nuclear and missile threats to
the American homeland, realization that summit diplomacy was unsuc-
cessful in making progress on denuclearization, and bipartisan consensus
on the need to strongly pressure North Korea as well as confront Chinese
misbehavior in Asia.

It is unknown how the Biden Administration will define acceptable
parameters of an acceptable North Korean denuclearization accord. Biden
commented that the Obama Administration’s Joint Comprehensive Plan
of Action nuclear agreement with Iran “provides a blueprint for an effec-
tive negotiation” with North Korea.3!

UN resolutions require North Korea to abandon its nuclear and missile
forces in a complete, verifiable, and irreversible manner. However, debates
could rage within the Biden Administration over the efficacy of continuing
to press for full denuclearization, how firmly to apply sanctions, and con-
ditions for offering inducements to Pyongyang. Some might advocate
seeking incremental arms control agreement that accepts less than full de-
nuclearization.

Several members of the Biden Administration have suggested defer-
ring North Korean denuclearization and, instead, adopting an incremental,
arms control approach. Secretary of State Antony Blinken commented,
“The hard reality is it's, if not impossible, highly unlikely that we will
achieve, in any near term, the complete denuclearization of North Korea.
| just don't see that as realistic in the near term. What I think we can get
is an arms control and, over time, disarmament process put in place”32 in

“stages and phases.”33

31 “Candidates Answer CFR's Questions: Joe Biden” (Council on Foreign Relations, August
1, 2019), https://www.cfr.org/article/joe-biden.

32 David Brennan, “What Antony Blinken Has Said about Key Foreign Policy Issues,”
Newsweek, November 23, 2020, https://www.newsweek.com/what-antony-blinken-said-
about-key-foreign-policy-issues-1549404.

33 “Biden Foreign Policy Adviser Antony Blinken on Top Global Challenges,” CBS News,
September 25, 2020.
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Similarly, Michele Flournoy, a strong contender for secretary of de-
fense, opined it was “hard to see [Kim Jong-un| completely accepting nu-
clear disarmament, because it is their survival card. That doesn’t mean we
shouldn’t pursue reductions to the extent possible...but it's more of a risk
management challenge even though we should keep disarmament out

there as the ultimate long term goal.”34

How Much Pressure?

Nor is it known how strongly Biden would enforce U.S. sanctions
laws or criticize Pyongyang’s human rights violations. Biden declared he
would tighten sanctions until North Korea gave up all of its nuclear and
missile programs and would insist on substantial disarmament before re-
lieving any sanctions.3> However, Vice President Kamala Harris com-
mented that she would “consider targeted sanctions relief to improve the
lives of the North Korean people if the regime were to take serious, veri-
fiable steps to roll back its nuclear program. And that relief would have to
be immediately reversible were they to renege on their commitments.”3¢

Successive U.S. administrations of both political parties failed to fully
enforce U.S. laws and UN sanctions. The Obama Administration engaged
in timid incrementalism37 of sanctions enforcement by targeting a few
North Korean entities, pausing to see if that altered North Korean behavior,
prior to taking action against other violators. Similarly, the Trump Admin-
istration’s “maximum pressure” strategy was never maximum as Trump

impeded enforcement of U.S. laws.38

34 William Gallo, Twitter, https:/twitter.com/GalloVOA/status/13115458618060595217?s=20.

35 “Joseph R. Biden Jr.”

36 “Candidates Answer CFR's Questions: Kamala Harris.”

37 Bruce Klingner, “Moving beyond Timid Incrementalism: Time to Fully Implement U.S.
Laws on North Korea” (The Heritage Foundation, January 13, 2016), https://www.heritage.
org/testimony/moving-beyond-timid-incrementalism-time-fully-implement-us-laws-north-
korea.

38 Bruce Klingner, “Trump Undercuts 'Maximum Pressure' Strategy on North Korea,” The
Hill, March 30, 2019, https://thehill.com/opinion/national-security/436180-trump-under-
cuts-maximum-pressure-strategy-on-north-korea.
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President Biden could and should more forcefully enforce U.S. laws
against North Korean transgressions more than the Bush, Obama, and
Trump Administrations. However, Biden will find it difficult to restore a
strong international consensus on pressuring Pyongyang which was weak-
ened by President Trump’s undermining international isolation of Kim
Jong-un, cancelling military exercises, curtailing enforcement of U.S. laws,
ignoring Pyongyang’s missile violations and human rights abuses, all while

claiming the North Korean nuclear problem had been solved.

Will It Work?

The North Korean nuclear problem has vexed successive U.S. presi-
dents of both political parties. Eight international denuclearization agree-
ments with North Korea have all failed due to Pyongyang’s cheating or
unwillingness to implement its promised actions. Over the years, the
United States has tried diplomatic engagement, humanitarian assistance,
security guarantees, sanctions relaxation, summit meetings, and reducing
allied military deterrent but all to no avail.

There is much to castigate in Trump’s policies. His “maximum pres-
sure and engagement” policy was good in theory but each component
was undermined by President Trump. However, President Obama was not
successful either. During his tenure, North Korea conducted four nuclear
tests, several long-range missile tests, and made significant advances in
its nuclear and missile programs.

Obama entered office blaming President George W. Bush for Py-
ongyang’s transgressions and stalemated negotiations. But Obama'’s pre-
liminary plans to engage North Korea were undermined by the regime’s
early nuclear and ICBM tests. That lead the Obama Administration to
adopt a different policy than initially planned and then subsequently ig-
nored North Korea except for a quixotic Leap Day agreement in 2012
which quickly collapsed.

Pyongyang may not any more willing to engage diplomatically nor

make any progress toward denuclearization with a Biden Administration

Biden Administration’s Korea Policy Represents Change and Continuing Challenges 15



than previous U.S. administrations. While experts debate limitless combi-
nations of benefits, punishments, timelines, and approaches, the U.S. gov-
ernment has already produced drawers full of “roadmaps” depicting
strategies for denuclearization. But all of them have been roads not taken
by Pyongyang.

Even if President Biden directs the U.S. government to fully enforce
its laws, he will find it difficult to persuade the international community
to strongly implement UN sanctions after two years of the United States

asserting that the North Korean nuclear problem has been solved.

Recommendations

Repair the U.S.South Korean Alliance and Rebuild
Military Deterrence

« Affirm unequivocal commitment to defending South Korea.
President Trump’s harsh criticism of America’s allies, demands to
make a profit off stationing of U.S. forces overseas, threats to re-
duce or remove U.S. forces, and downplaying of North Korea’s
growing theater-level threats increased South Korean trepidation
that the U.S. will not fulfill its defense treaty obligations. The U.S.
should make absolutely clear to friend and foe alike that it will de-
fend its allies.

« Don’t threaten to reduce U.S. forces. U.S. forces are necessary
to defend a critical ally. The Trump Administration’s unwillingness
to, for the first time in 12 years, affirm the customary commitment
to maintain U.S. forces at the promised 28,500 troop level in the
bilateral Security Consultative Meeting communique exacerbated
concerns of the U.S. using troop levels as bargaining leverage in
burden sharing negotiations. The Biden Administration should de-
clare it will maintain current levels of U.S. forces until the North
Korean nuclear, missile, and conventional force threats have been

sufficiently reduced.
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« Abandon demands for an exponential increase in South Ko-
rean and Japanese reimbursement for U.S. troop presence.
U.S. forces overseas serve America’s strategic interests, including
maintaining peace and stability in northeast Asia. Seeking to profit
off U.S. forces overseas is inconsistent with American values and
commitments.3® The Biden Administration should seek incremen-
tal, rather than exponential, increases in South Korea’s contribution
to offset the cost of stationing U.S. forces and instead accept an
incremental increase.

« End unilateral allied disarmament by resuming military exer-
cises. President Trump’s unilateral decision to cancel U.S.-South
Korean military exercises was a major unilateral concession - for
which the United States received no diplomatic or security benefits
in return. Pyongyang neither codified its missile and nuclear test
moratorium nor limited its own military exercises. Two years of
cancelled and constrained military exercises degraded allied deter-
rence and defense capabilities. Washington and Seoul should re-
sume military exercises when COVID conditions allow.

e Maintain conditions-based wartime operational control
(OPCON) transfer. Prematurely transitioning to a South Korean
command of Combined Forces Command before Seoul has ame-
liorated deficiencies in C4ISR and joint/combined operations and
the North Korean nuclear threat has been reduced could have detri-
mental consequences in wartime. President Moon Jae-in’s push for
transition during his term runs counter to the bilateral agreement
for a conditions-based, rather than timeline-based, transfer. The
U.S. should hold the line against politically driven decisions.

* Review allied ballistic missile defense plans. North Korea’s grow-
ing ICBM force with potential multiple warheads and more launch-

ers poses problems for American homeland missile defenses.

39 Bruce Klingner, Jung Pak and Sue Mi Terry, “Opinion: Trump Shakedowns Are Threatening
Two Key U.S. Alliances in Asia,” Los Angeles Times, December 16, 2019, https://www.la-
times.com/opinion/story/2019-12-16/how-trump-is-threatening-alliances-in-asia.
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Pyongyang’s expanding force of tactical missiles and SLBMs in-
creases the threat to U.S. allies and American forces in the region.
The U.S., South Korea, and Japan should review and coordinate
missile defense plans, including Tokyo’s recent decision to cancel
the Aegis Ashore program.

Define the future of the U.S. — South Korean alliance. While
North Korea must remain the predominant threat focus of the al-
liance, the allies should also focus on security challenges over the
horizon. As South Korea continues to improve its military capabil-
ities, Seoul should be called upon to assume greater responsibilities
in regional and global security challenges. South Korea could play
a larger role in ensuring freedom of navigation in the South China
Sea. The country’s economic vitality is dependent on safe passage
of foreign energy supplies, which are threatened by China’s ex-
pansionary actions. Seoul has been reluctant to engage in naval

operations in the South China Sea for fear of antagonizing China.

Negotiations Should Create a Comprehensive
Denuclearization Accord to Be Implemented Incrementally

A series of small agreements would enable North Korea to garner

benefits without committing to compliance with UN resolutions require-

ments for total denuclearization.

18

 Continue pressing for working-level diplomatic meetings with

Pyongyang. U.S. diplomats should meet with their North Korean
counterparts to determine the conditions under which the regime
would comply with the 11 United Nations resolutions that require
the regime to abandon its nuclear, missile, and biological/chemical
warfare in a complete, verifiable, irreversible manner.

Impose conditionality on future summit meetings. Initial U.S -
North Korean summits occurred without suitable preparation or

requirements for progress toward an agreement. Despite fanfare



and claims of success, the three meetings only provided the illu-
sion of success. Subsequent summits should be reserved for for-
malizing an agreement worked out by diplomats or in-depth leader
negotiations based on meticulous and well-planned policy posi-
tions.

Insist on a detailed, comprehensive road map to denucleariza-
tion. Any future agreement must include an unambiguous and
public North Korean commitment to the endstate of abandoning
its nuclear and missile production capabilities and existing arsenals.
The accord should clearly delineate necessary actions by all parties,
linkages to benefits to be provided, sequencing, and timelines for
completion.

Require a robust verification protocol in any agreement, in-
cluding data declarations of North Korea's nuclear and missile pro-
grams and arsenal, provisions for the dismantlement of those
facilities, and destruction of the regime's arsenals of weapons of
mass destruction. There should be inspections and long-term mon-
itoring of declared facilities, as well as the right to conduct short-
notice challenge inspections of non-declared facilities. A data
declaration should occur in the initial phase of implementation.
Condition a peace agreement on reducing the conventional
force threat. The U.S. and South Korea should not sign a peace
treaty until the North Korean nuclear threat is eliminated and the
conventional threat reduced. Conventional forces should be capped
and then weaned away from the forward area using measures sim-
ilar to those in the Conventional Armed Forces in Europe Treaty
and the accompanying Vienna Document of Confidence and Se-
curity Building Measures.

O Signing a simplistic peace declaration would provide a false
perception of peace while creating societal and legislative
momentum for prematurely reducing or removing U.S. forces
prior to reducing the North Korean threat that necessitated

American involvement in the first place.
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» Don't coddle dictatorships. The U.S. should restore human rights
as an integral component of US policy rather than enthusiastically
embracing a dictator on the U.S. sanctions list for human rights vi-
olations and purveyor of crimes against humanity. Downplaying
North Korean human rights violations is antithetical to U.S. values
and undermined diplomatic isolation of North Korea. The North
Korea Sanctions and Policy Enhancement Act, Section 104(a)(5)
mandates sanctions against any person who knowingly facilitates
severe human rights abuses.

* Predicate economic assistance on CVID progress. Provision of
aid and assistance should be implemented in a manner to encour-
age economic reform, marketization, and the opening of North
Korea to the outside world rather than providing direct financial
benefits to the regime. Aid should be consistent with U.S. laws,
such as Executive Order No. 13722, which bans “new investment
in North Korea [and] any approval, financing, facilitation, or guar-
antee by a U.S. person...where the transaction...would be prohib-
ited...if performed by a United States person or within the United
States.”40

* Recommend discussions on confidence and security-building
confidence measures. As was done in agreements between
NATO and the Warsaw Pact, such measures can reduce tensions
and the potential for miscalculation and conflict by augmenting
transparency and notification procedures for military exercises and
deployments.

» Coordinate North Korea policy with Seoul. South Korean
President Moon Jae-in has appointed a new national security

team that advocates “creative” ways to provide benefits to North

Trump Administration, “Blocking Property of the Government of North Korea and the
Workers’ Party of Korea, and Prohibiting Certain Transactions with respect to North Korea,”
Executive Order, no. 13722, Federal Register, vol. 81, no. 53 (March 18, 2016),
https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/sanctions/Programs/Documents/
nk_eo 20160316.pdf.



Korea while skirting international sanctions. Seoul remains
overeager to lower the bar on sanctions enforcement, offer eco-
nomic benefits, and sign a premature peace declaration in an at-
tempt to improve inter-Korean relations. Washington must
counsel the Moon Jae-in Administration to first insist on tangible
progress on threat reduction and denuclearization and, if neces-
sary, recontact South Korean banks, businesses, and government
agencies to remind them of existing laws and the penalties for

violating them.

Enhance Implementation of UN and U.S. Sanctions

« Fully enforce U.S. laws. Sanctions are a critical component of U.S.
foreign policy, upholding America’s laws and defending its finan-
cial system-but only if they are implemented. The U.S. should sanc-
tion the 300 North Korean entities violating U.S. laws that
President Trump declared that he wouldn’t take action against, pe-
nalize Chinese banks engaged in money laundering and other
crimes by identifying them as primary money-laundering concerns
or imposing significant fines, impose sanctions against Chinese
shipping companies flouting U.N. restrictions on North Korean oil
imports and seize ships, and impose secondary sanctions against
ports aiding North Korean smuggling.

* Reduce sanctions only when the triggering activity has
abated. U.N. resolution sanctions and U.S. punitive measures are
responses to North Korean violations. As long as the sanctioned
behavior continues, then Washington should maintain its targeted
financial measures. UN sanction restrictions on North Korean eco-
nomic activity may be reduced in response to progress on regime
denuclearization. However, some unilateral U.S. targeted financial
measures, such as those defending the U.S. financial system, are
law enforcement rather than diplomatic measures and should never

be abandoned.
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O Reducing U.S. sanctions is subject to legal constraints, such
as the North Korea Sanctions and Policy Enhancement Act,
Sections 401 and 402 which allow the U.S. to suspend sanc-
tions for up to one year or remove sanctions only if North
Korea has made progress on several stipulated issues, includ-
ing human rights.4!

* Respond when North Korea violates U.N. resolutions. The
Trump Administration ignored North Korea’s 26 missile violations
in 2019 (the most ever in a year) as well as nine missile violations
in March 2020 (the most ever in a month). Any future North Korea
violation, particularly a nuclear or ICBM test, should trigger a de-

cisive U.S. response.

Conclusion

North Korea will remain an intractable problem for yet another U.S.
administration. President Biden will need to develop a policy of deterrence,
containment, pressure, and diplomacy. While each component has been a
part of previous administrations’ policies, they have been applied in dif-
ferent manners and degrees.

The United States must always remain open to diplomatic engagement
and negotiations, but must learn from the mistakes of the past. Washington
must maintain strong military deterrence and continue to enforce U.S. laws
until Pyongyang has taken necessary steps to reduce its nuclear threat to
America’s homeland and those of its allies. The road ahead will continue
to be long and potentially dangerous, but must be tread in close coordi-

nation with allies South Korea and Japan.

41 North Korea Sanctions and Policy Enhancement Act of 2016, H.R. 757, 114th Cong., 2nd
Sess., 2016, https://www.congress.gov/bill/114th-congress/house-bill/757.
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How Will North Korea Respond to Shifts in the
US-China Relationship?
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Abstract

How will North Korea respond to system level changes caused by
great power competition between the US and China? To address
this question, this article describes hegemonic struggle, strategic
competition, and institutional cooperation as the three main ways
in which US-China relations will likely be defined based on their
relative power, interdependence, and relationships with other
countries, and subsequently outlines the challenges North Korea
will face in each scenario. The article argues that first, an environment
favorable to North Korea will likely emerge if US-China relations
stabilize and cooperation increases.

If the US and China agree on denuclearization and a peaceful
process, North Korea will abandon its nuclear weapons, either
voluntarily or involuntarily, due to the systemic inertia that this
creates. Conversely, North Korea’s strategic space will expand and
enable it to maintain its nuclear weapons if the rivalry intensifies.
Military conflict in other regions and disagreement over the
denuclearization process between the great powers, and unilateral
military action by America will significantly reduce the likelihood
of an agreement between the superpowers on the future of the
Korean peninsula. Under this scenario, the probability that China
implicitly recognizes status as a nuclear state will increase, and
consequently destabilize Northeast Asia.

Key Words: future US-China relations, North Korea’s security
environment, denuclearization
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Introduction

North Korea’s diplomatic and security environment is changing rapidly.
The emergence of great power competition between the G2 countries in
the US and China at the system level, and the changing bilateral relationship
between the US and North Korea at the state level are the two main drivers
causing this transition. Since its establishment, North Korea has undergone
macro-level revisions to its strategy and policies whenever the regional
environment and its relations with key countries were fundamentally
transformed. During a period characterized by Sino-Soviet conflict and
detente from the later 1960s to the early 1970s, North Korea adopted, and
subsequently strengthened, its dual strategies of maintaining equally close
relationships with both the Soviet Union and China and joining the non-
aligned movement. From the late 1980s to the early 1990s, North Korea
resolved to pursue the development of an independent nuclear arsenal as
the communist bloc suddenly collapsed. In recent years, North Korea has
officially declared the completion of its nuclear arsenal in 2017 and has
been engaged in bilateral negotiations with the US over its nuclear
weapons program since 2018 to probe the possibility of a bargain with an
adversarial great power. It is difficult to confirm how genuine North
Korea’s commitment to denuclearization actually is. However, it is
nonetheless evident that it is trying to redefine its relationship with a long-
standing great power rival. In other words, it appears that North Korea is
trying to establish its third grand strategy as it nears 70 years since the
country’s foundation.

North Korea’s national strategy is typically influenced by its aims, ca-
pabilities, and the structure of its international environment. Based on this
framework, North Korea’s future foreign policy strategies can be expected
to be determined by these factors also. These three factors tend to affect
North Korea’s strategic planning collectively, but there are some instances
where one key variable dominates the process. These causes may also cor-
relate. Currently, the Kim Jong-un regime is perceived as adopting its for-

eign policy objectives and strategies by taking into account its nuclear
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capabilities as well as the geopolitical environment on the Korean penin-
sula and the systemic security structure in Northeast Asia.

Among the various factors that influence North Korea's security en-
vironment and strategies, this article focuses on a system level variable:
the great power relationship between the US and China. As observed in
the history of its national strategies, North Korea has traditionally been
sensitive to great power politics. This is primarily because the North Korean
leadership has recognized that it significantly lacks the absolute and relative
power necessary to ensure its survival independently, a view that it will
likely maintain in the future. Consequently, North Korea will attempt to
mitigate the impact of negative externalities that great power competition
may cause, while at the same time strive to increase its strategic value
within the context of great power politics. Of course, bilateral relations
between the US and North Korea as well as North Korea’s nuclear capa-
bilities will play an important role in shaping North Korea’s future diplo-
matic and security environment. But this article contends that these
lower-level factors will covary and interact with the system level causes
examined in the article.

From this perspective, the main objective of this article is to investigate
how changes to US-China relations until 2030 will affect North Korea’s
security environment and explore how North Korea will likely respond to
these shifts in great power politics. In other words, this article focuses on
the system level as the independent variable of interest among these var-
jous factors that influence North Korea’s future security and diplomatic
strategies. To do so, this article first describes three specific scenarios of
how US-China relations will develop until 2030. The subsequent section
analyzes how these different trajectories of US-China relations will likely
impact North Korea’s political and security environment, and identifies the
threats and challenges that North Korea may face under each of these con-
ditions. Based on this analysis, this article concludes by explaining how
the North Korean leadership is expected to formulate its national strategy
in response to these risk factors. This article hopes to achieve two specific

goals. First, the article seeks to contribute to South Korea’s strategic plan-
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ning as it constructs its own diplomatic approaches vis-a-vis the US and
China to effectively react to how North Korea adapts to its security envi-
ronment in each possible scenario. Second, the article is to contributes to
the academic literature through this case study on how small powers adjust

to changes at the system level.

The Future of US-China Relations

Determinants of Future US-China Relations

Which factors will likely dictate future relations between the US and
China?! Scholars and experts have offered a wide range of opinions, but
they all agree that the relative balance of power between the two great
powers will be a crucial factor. Studies that focus on the distribution of
capabilities exist at the systemic level as it primarily seeks to explain the
process and outcome of great power competition. There are also many
factors other than power that may influence the relationship between the
US and China. But generally speaking, the majority of these studies tend
to focus on either the domestic politics in each country, the level of mutual
interdependence, their respective relationships with other countries, as well
as other external factors.2

It is almost impossible to predict and compare the future power of

1 The literature on current and future relations between the US and China are too voluminous
to cite in its entirety. Here, | focused on the following studies to examine the various deter-
mining factors of the relationship. Michael D. Swaine et al., Conflict and Cooperation in the
Asia-Pacific Region: A Strategic Net Assessment (Washington DC: Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace, 2015); John J. Mearsheimer, “Can China Rise Peacefully?” The National
Interest, October 25, 2014, accessed September 12, 2020, https:/nationalinterest.org/com-
mentary/can-china-rise-peacefully-10204; Kurt M. Campbell and Ely Ratner, “The China
Reckoning: How Beijing Defied American Expectation,” Foreign Aftairs, vol. 97, no. 2
(March/April 2018), 60-70.

The primary objective of this article is to analyze how different types of relations between
the US and China will affect North Korea. How each of these scenarios is derived by different
combinations of causal factors remain beyond the scope of this study. However, the article
does discuss how it codes each variable and how it impacts future US-China relations as in-
teractions among these factors will result in specific types of scenarios.

N
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the US and China with great accuracy and certainty. This is because there
is no consensus among scholars on what constitutes a state’s power and
how a nation’s soft power should be assessed in particular. Moreover,
the measurement problem is compounded by the fact that China’s official
reporting on its military and economic capabilities that constitute its hard
power lacks credibility. Nonetheless, it is still possible to estimate overall
trends and the prospective balance of power between the US and China
based on previous analyses that are adjusted to account for recent devel-
opments. Regarding the Chinese economy which is the primary source
of the rise of China, most studies conducted during the early 2000s pre-
dicted that it would either match or overtake that of the US in terms of
purchasing power by around 2030 if the economic trends persisted. How-
ever, these studies were based on assumption that China would maintain
a minimum annual growth rate of approximately 10%, and that it would
either create or participate in global leading sectors in most areas of the
economy. But given how China appears to have started to grow more
moderately after recording a growth rate of 6% in 2016, how its manu-
facturing industry has been hit hard by the Coronavirus pandemic in 2020,
and how it has likely suffered economic losses due to its trade war with
the US, these initial evaluations about China’s growth will likely need to
be downgraded.3

As for military power, most studies conclude that while China will be
able to considerably narrow the gap that exists between China and the US
by 2030, it will likely be wider than the economic gap between the two
great powers. China has increased its annual military spending by more
than 10% almost every year since 2010, and as a result has rapidly
strengthened its naval, air force, and missile capabilities.* The US-based
RAND Corporation stated in its annual reports published in 2017 and 2018

3 For example, Chinese President Xi Jinping used the phrase “new normal” to indicate that
China was entering a period of moderate economic growth in 2014. “The New Normal of
China’s Economy,” China Daily, October 10, 2014, accessed September 15, 2020,
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/opinion/2014-10/10/content_18716671.htm.

4 Fiona S. Cunningham and M. Taylor Fravel, “Dangerous Confidence? Chinese Views on
Nuclear Escalation,” International Security, vol. 44, no. 2 (2019): 63-6.
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that an American victory against China was no longer guaranteed, and
neither was American defeat impossible due to advancements to China’s
Anti-Denial, Area Defense (A2AD) capabilities. However, the consensus
remains that it will be highly improbable for China to match US military
force in the foreseeable future considering the latter’s operational capac-
ity, military expertise, and accumulative defense spending. In addition,
the fact that the US, unlike China, has a broad alliance network with
countries such as the EU, Japan, Australia, and South Korea is another
reason why most experts predict that the US will maintain its military
advantage.

As noted above, there are other various factors that may influence
US-China relations aside from the economic and military power of the
two countries. In particular, the uncertain domestic situation in each coun-
try is expected to likely have a significant impact on bilateral relations in
the mid-term. For the US, the most important aspect is the domestic debate
on how it should form its China policy as the hegemon in the global sys-
tem. Since the end of the Cold War, the two main determinants of US
foreign policy have been terrorism and the rise of China. Up until 2012
and President Obama’s first term in office, the US adopted a relatively
conciliatory stance that emphasized joint gains by even accepting China’s
call for a “new type of great power relations” despite its trepidations about
the rise of China. However, US-China relations have become more explic-
itly contentious since the implementation of the so-called “Pivot to Asia”
announced near the beginning of President Obama’s second term in office,
and tensions have intensified as a result of President Trump’s strategy of
“America First” and its embrace of a strategy of primacy. Future relations
with China will be heavily impacted by whether the US chooses to con-
tinue the approach advocated by the Trump administration or revert to a

strategy similar to that of the Obama administration’s first term.> Potential

5 Kurt Campbell has described four schools of thought that have influenced US policy towards
China: the China First School, the bilateral alliance school, the China threat school, and the
transnational challenges school. Kurt Campbell, The Pivot: The Future of American Statecraft
in Asia (New York: Hachette Book Group, 2016).
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changes in China’s domestic politics is also an important variable that will
affect bilateral relations between the US and China. Changes in Chinese
leadership or its political structure will immensely impact its stance towards
the US.® In particular, it is imperative to note that China’s strategy may
turn aggressive if Chinese nationalism becomes connected to its rise in
power in a deleterious manner.”

Other variables that may influence US-China relations include changes
in the level of mutual dependence between the two countries as well as
their respective relations with other countries. First, interdependence be-
tween the US and China has continued to increase since the rise of China.
This phenomenon may have both positive and negative consequences. As
the economic interests of the two great powers become more integrated,
an international commercial peace predicted by international institutional-
ists may occur. Not only are the US and China the largest trading partner
for each country, but their interdependence in the financial sector is also
extremely high especially in several issue areas including foreign exchange
reserves and currency rates. There are well-established interest groups in
both the US and China that prefer trade between these countries, and they
possess significant influence over the domestic political environment. How-
ever, increased interdependence may also cause, or become a tool of,
geostrategic competition as it increases mutual vulnerability. The Trump
administration’s tactics in the US-China trade war are a clear example of
how economic interdependence between the two great powers may be
weaponized.8

US-China relations will also be impacted by how each side manages

6 It is difficult to predict whether China’s domestic political system will be sustained in the fu-
ture. It is questionable, for example, whether the Chinese communist party can maintain its
one party system and defend against the political pressure and demand for democracy and
freedom that arise due to economic prosperity, illustrated by various theories and case studies
in comparative politics. Adam Przeworski and Fernando Limongi, “Modernization Theories
and Facts,” World Politics, vol. 49, no. 2 (1997): 155-83.

7 T. V. Paul, Restraining Great Powers: Soft Balancing from Empires to the Global Era (New
Haven, NJ: Yale University Press, 2018), 6-32.

8 Peterson Institute for International Economics (PIIE), “US-China Trade War,” accessed Oc-
tober 12, 2020, https://www.piie.com/research/trade-investment/us-china-trade-war.
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their respective relations with other countries and, conversely, which for-
eign policy strategies other countries adopt vis-a-vis the two great powers.
This is because the US and China are not only competing for power and
capability but over strategies and influence.? The battlefield for this strate-
gic competition will be Asia. Based on their relationships with the US and
China, countries in the region can be categorized into three types. The
first category of states is those that are strongly concerned about the rise
of China. They include countries such as Japan, Australia, Taiwan, India,
Vietnam, and Singapore. The second group of countries has sought coop-
eration with China to maximize their economic interests. These countries,
including the Philippines, Thailand, Malaysia, Cambodia, and Laos either
share borders with China or are geographically close. The last category
consists of countries that have adopted hedging strategies'® and include
nations such as South Korea and Indonesia.'' Among these countries,
Japan, Australia, the Philippines, Thailand, and South Korea are allies
of the US. India, on the other hand, has a neutral relationship with the
US but has attempted to firmly balance against the rise of China. It is
unlikely that the US and China will compete against each other strictly

9 Here, strategy refers to the general grand strategies that great powers adopt as they compete
for hegemony. The main objective of these strategies to maintain or increase its influence
both globally and regionally. America’s Indo-Pacific Strategy and China’s Belt and Road Ini-
tiative (BRI) are examples of such strategies. Nuno P. Monteiro, Theory of Unipolar Politics
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 23-46; John J. Mearsheimer, “Bound
to Fail: The Rise and Fall of the Liberal International Order,” International Security, vol. 43,
no. 4 (2019): 12-21; Michael Beckley, “The Emerging Military Balance in East Asia: How
China’s Neighbors Can Check Chinese Naval Expansion,” International Security, vol. 42,
no. 2 (2017): 78-119.

10 Scholars generally conceive of hedging strategies as existing between bandwagoning on
one hand balancing on the other. David Kang, China Rising: Peace, Power, and Order in
East Asia (New York: Colombia University Press, 2007), 21-35.

11 As an ally of the US, South Korea agrees with America’s strategies in east Asia in general.
However, it is also forced to maintain strategic partnerships with both the US and China
given its geographical proximity to China, the need to cooperate with Beijing on the issues
of denuclearization and unification, and its high degree of dependence on the Chinese econ-
omy. Meanwhile, Indonesia, as a leading state in ASEAN, has conflicted with China over
the South China Seas, but has also maintained economic cooperation with Beijing. It has
adopted an independent hedging strategy by continuing economic exchanges with China
while, at the same time, participating in joint military exercises with Japan. Darren J. Lim
and Jack Cooper, “Reassessing Hedging: The Logic of Alignment in East Asia,” Security
Studies, vol. 24, no. 4 (2015): 697-702.
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based on their power and influence alone. Therefore, how these two
great powers establish strategic partnerships with countries in the region
in a targeted manner will have a significant impact on the future of US-

China relations.

Types of Future US-China Relations and Their
Characteristics

How will future US-China relations evolve? Broadly speaking, bilateral
relations between these two great powers will be either conflictual or co-
operative when the factors of power, strategy, interdependence, and rela-
tionships with other countries listed above are considered. An extreme
conflict will likely take the form of hegemonic wars, whereas extreme co-
operation will result in “nonhegemonic coexistence.” Neither of these two
extreme scenarios is likely to materialize in the near future given the factors
described in the previous section. Therefore, it is highly likely that US-
China relations will exist somewhere in the middle of these two ideal types.
In this context, this article analyzes three scenarios for US-China relations
that are most likely to occur in about ten years; hegemonic struggle, hege-

monic competition, and institutional cooperation.

Hegemonic Struggle. This article considers the probability of a
hegemonic war occurring between the US and China to be very low.
Put differently, a scenario in which the US starts a preventive war to
stop the rise of China from threatening America’s hegemonic status, or
one in which China begins a preemptive war due to fears that the US
will attempt a preventive war are excluded from the analysis. This article
also discounts the possibility that wars in the periphery caused by other
countries will escalate into all-out wars between the US and China. Even
as both sides try to avoid war, however, both the US and China are ac-
tively striving to maintain and expand its international influence in a
state of hegemonic struggle. Thus, similar to the Cold War, though di-

rect military confrontations do not occur, the US and China still try to
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dominate the other in various areas of international norms and institu-
tions, security, diplomacy, trade, and advanced technology in a way
that distinguishes hegemonic struggle from conventional competition
that occurs within the boundaries of normal interstate interactions.
Under these conditions, China is highly suspicious of America’s appar-
ent attempts at containment and, as a result, will try to weaken both
US strategy and its hegemonic status.'> On the other hand, the US will
fear that China is harming its national interests through unfair illegiti-
mate means and that China will try to expel the US from the region
and establish its own sphere of influence. Limited confrontations will
likely arise in various issue areas as a consequence of irreconcilable
mistrust between the two countries, but it will not revert to the super-
power competition that existed during the Cold War due to the com-
prehensive and broad degree of interdependence that exists between
the US and China.

Strategic Competition. Strategic competition refers to a situation
where competition is relatively less severe and the range and degree of
cooperation are broader and more sustained than the hegemonic strug-
gle scenario described above. Rather than a zero-sum game that the
hegemonic struggle represents, the two great powers engaged in strate-
gic competition continue competing while simultaneously maintaining
a certain level of cooperation. The US and China maintain competitive
coexistence under these circumstances,!3 and the high level of interde-
pendence between the two great powers exert a relatively more positive
impact compared to hegemonic struggle. But even if both sides sustain

a cooperative stance in general, and even if close cooperation is

12 For instance, China may adopt a strategy in response to the apparent decline of the US that
resembles America’s approach to the decline of the Soviet Union in the 1980s. Joshua R.
Itzkowitz Shifrinson, Rising Titans, Falling Giants: How Great Powers Exploit Power Shifts
(Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 2018).

13 David Shambaugh, “Tangled Titans: Conceptualizing the U.S.-China Relationship,” in Tan-
gled Titans: The United States and China, ed. David Shambaugh (Lanham, MD: Rowman &
Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2013), 29-50.

38



achieved in certain issue areas, the two sides also engage in competition
to achieve relative superiority over their great power rival in terms of
their overall capabilities and power. But they compete within the system
rather than attempting to completely dominate the other side, and they
thus attempt to prevent unnecessary tensions and conflicts that would
inevitably increase the other side’s concerns about the other side’s in-
tentions. As a result, the US will not actively attempt to contain China,
while China, on the other hand, will prioritize maintaining a stable re-
lationship with the US and focus on further growing its domestic econ-
omy. In particular, the Chinese leadership will adequately restrain
Chinese nationalist sentiments in order to promote sustainable devel-
opment and subsequently enhance its power. In this vein, the term
strategic is indicative of how the relationship is constructive, rather than

being destructive or conflictual.

Institutional Cooperation. Strategic competition outlined in the
paragraph above discussed an environment in which cooperation and
competition occurred concurrently. Institutional cooperation, on the
other hand, refers to a scenario in which competitive pressures further
decrease while the level of cooperation is broadened, deepened, and
diversified. Specifically, the term institutional cooperation describes not
only direct bilateral cooperation between the two states but also includes
multilateral cooperation at international organizations and on interna-
tional norms and regimes. This is a key characteristic that distinguishes
this scenario from strategic competition in which cooperation only oc-
curs bilaterally. But an increased level of cooperation does not neces-
sarily mean the absence of competition between the US and China nor
does it equate non-hegemonic cooperation. Nonetheless, both sides will
attempt to institutionalize bilateral cooperation on global issues and ex-
pand cooperation more broadly so that it becomes multilateral in nature.
Under this scenario, though the US and China will cultivate shared
norms by striving to jointly decide on principles and directions on key

global issues through agreement and consultation, in most cases China
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will accept and abide by the order and norms that have been institu-
tionalized through the international liberal order that the US has firmly

established.14

US-China Relations and North Korea’s
Security Conditions

US-China Relations and North Korea’s Security
Conditions

US-China relations is a system level variable that will impact North
Korea’s diplomatic and security environment as well as its structure. In
general, a stable US-China relationship with a high level of cooperation
will likely lead to a more favorable security environment for North Korea.
In particular, if the US and China share a joint goal on the denuclearization
of the Korean peninsula and pursues denuclearization peacefully through
cooperation, the systemic inertia that will eventually lead to denucleariza-
tion of North Korea will be sustained and strengthened. Specifically, if the
US and China can agree on how to guarantee the survival of the North
Korean regime as well as on sanctions against North Korea, two issues
that have been central to bilateral negotiations between the US and North
Korea ongoing since 2018, it would substantially reduce the North Korean
leadership’s suspicions and concerns. Agreement and cooperation between
the two great powers in the region will positively impact the shadow of
the future and help erase North Korea’s fears about the prospect of the
US cheating on its commitments regarding compensations for North Korea

abandoning its nuclear program.

14 China’s advocacy of G2 relations between the US and China during the Obama admin-
istration is representative of this approach. Richard C. Bush, “The United States and
China: A G-2 in the Making?” (The Brookings Institute, October 11, 2011), accessed Oc-
tober 3, 2020, https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-united-states-and-china-a-g-2-in-
the-making/.
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In contrast, North Korea will likely face challenges at various levels if
conflict and competition between the US and China intensify and results
in greater strategic instability in Northeast Asia. If military confrontations
between the two great powers occur in other regions outside Northeast
Asia, North Korea will be compelled to support China’s position and thus
clash with the US. But even under such circumstances, it is unlikely that
North Korea will face the entrapment dilemma because both the US and
China will likely attempt to prevent further military escalation. Disagree-
ment between the US and China on the process and substance of denu-
clearization will also affect North Korea’s security environment. An
extreme example of this might be one in which the US rejects cooperation
with China on the issue and instead seriously considers the use of military
force to resolve the problem. Under these conditions, China will likely in-
crease its involvement and aggressively resist America’s North Korea poli-
cies. Conflict between the two great powers may arise even if North Korea
denuclearizes at a relatively quick pace. Should this occur, tensions be-
tween the US and China might arise due to the latter’s concerns about the
future of the Korean peninsula and how it might potentially intrude on its
national interests. Lastly, if the US tries to establish a close cooperative
relationship beyond normalized relations with North Korea or if it actively
pursues unification of the peninsula without the consent of China, Beijing
will perceive these actions as infringements on its traditional geopolitical
interests.

There is also the possibility that factors that directly and potentially
influence future US-China relations will also impact North Korea’s security
environment and strategy. In other words, it is worth exploring how the
domestic political situation in both the US and China, the level of interde-
pendence between the two countries, and their relationships with other
countries that were discussed in the previous section may affect North
Korea also. Among these determinants, America’s policy towards China,
Chinese nationalism, and the military capabilities of the US and China are
particularly likely to directly impact North Korea’s future security environ-

ment. One specific example to consider is a situation where the US main-
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tains its strategy of primacy towards China after the inauguration of the
new administration in 2021. This will likely result in the US pressuring
North Korea with secondary coercion (indirect coercion) via China for a
considerable period of time as it follows the preexisting rules of the strate-
gic game that it has concluded as necessary to solve the North Korea
problem. Chinese nationalism and how it might potentially make China’s
foreign policy more aggressive and revisionist also described above will
also be a scenario that North Korea pays close attention to given how it
might conflict with North Korea’s traditional inclinations for independent
foreign policy. The gap, or lack thereof, in military power between the
two great powers will also be a structural factor that impacts North
Korea’s security environment in the mid- to long-term. In assessing mil-
itary capabilities, analyses need to incorporate the role of the US alliance
with Japan. Moreover, as important as contemporary military spending is
to the equation, the accumulated amount of military spending also needs
to be accounted for as it is an important aspect of a country’s military

power.15

Hegemonic Struggle between the US and China

To reiterate, hegemonic struggle refers to a scenario in which both
sides impinge on each other’s core national interests and are mutually
concerned about the revisionist strategy of the other country which con-
sequently leads to more intensified conflict. Under this scenario, the

Northeast Asia region will likely be at the center of global competition

15 China’s defense spending in 2017 was approximately 228 billion dollars, which is about
34.8% of America’s defense spending that year of approximately 655.4 billion dollars.
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), SIPRI Yearbook 2018 (Oxford,
UK: Oxford University Press, 2018), 158. Considering how the US defense budget has re-
mained largely the same in recent years coupled with how China and Japan have increased
its military budgets respectively, China’s defense spending is predicted to be able to match
that of the US-Japan alliance only after 2035 at the quickest. Even when such parity in
spending occurs, however, it is difficult to state that the military power of the two sides is
equal. This is because the accumulated amount of spending over the past 30 to 40 years
that the US, Japan, and China have invested in its naval and air capabilities needs to be in-
corporated in the analysis.

42



between the US and China and, from a geostrategic standpoint, the Ko-
rean peninsula will be the focal point of these two countries in the security
realm. The US and China will have fallen into the Thucydides trap despite
recognizing its risks. As discussed in the previous section, both the US
and China will spend considerable time expanding their respective spheres
of influence in the region. The US will attempt to do so by focusing on
increasing its naval capabilities in order to maintain its advantage in the
seas, while China will focus on establishing superiority in land capabilities
within the coastal boundaries defined by the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI).' If both sides try to become a hegemon in the region or implement
aggressive security policies, the strategic value of North Korea, which lies
on the geostrategic border between the continent from the oceans, will
likely be perceived as an area of strategic importance by both the US and
China.

North Korea’s security environment will likely change rapidly if secu-
rity competition between the Us and China intensifies. Both the US and
China might strengthen or at least change how they strategically think
about North Korea’s nuclear weapons. Above all, the US will denuclearize
North Korea at all costs because it will need to weaken North Korea that
represents the northernmost boundary of the BRI. In addition, the US will
attempt diplomatically to decrease North Korea’s dependence on China.
If the US and North Korea build sufficient trust through their bilateral ne-
gotiations on denuclearization, the US may attempt to drive a wedge in
the North Korea-China alliance by sharply increasing its level of interaction
with North Korea through various diplomatic efforts including the normal-
ization of relations.

On the other hand, China is expected to maintain its current posture
of prioritizing stability on the Korean peninsula even if a hegemonic strug-
gle emerges. But China’s strategic interest in North Korea will naturally
increase if it concludes that the US is intervening too actively in North

Korea even if progress is made in denuclearization negotiations and rela-
16 Beckley, “The Emerging Military Balance in East Asia,” 82-91.
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tions are normalized between the US and North Korea. In particular, China
might consider extending its nuclear umbrella to North Korea if it either
concludes that North Korea was forced to accept an unfavorable agree-
ment on denuclearization due to coercive tactics by the US, or if it per-
ceives North Korea’s regime survival remains under severe threat even
after it voluntarily abandons its nuclear program. If North Korea, despite
the efforts of both the US and China, rejects denuclearization and suc-
cessfully acquires nuclear deterrent capabilities against the US, it will be-
come much more valuable to China’s diplomatic and security interests.
Similar to how China assisted Pakistan’s development of nuclear weapons
to keep India in check, it is impossible to disregard the possibility that
China will leverage North Korea to balance against the US-Japan alliance
and America’s hegemonic strategies in the region. These developments
will end up further strengthening China-North Korea relations from a se-

curity standpoint.

Strategic Competition

The strategic competition scenario is one in which the US and China
maintain a relatively peaceful competitive relationship but neither side has
given up on obtaining regional leadership. Under these circumstances, the
US will likely sustain its broad approaches of aggressive offshore balancing
through both its strategy of primacy and its alliance network in the region,
while China will also continuously expand its regional leadership by de-
fensively responding to American actions. As discussed in the previous
section, this scenario differs from hegemonic struggle in that both the US
and China seek to avoid either intentional or unintentional military con-
frontations as a method of achieving hegemonic status in Northeast Asia.
The US-China relationship will directly affect North Korea’s security envi-
ronment even if a state of strategic competition occurs. In this scenario,
the US will likely maintain its military dominance over China in 2030, and
China will look towards the future and refrain from engaging in broad

competition with the US for the time being. But as economic interdepend-
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ence gradually decreases and the US suffers losses in its expected utility
as a result, the US will not hesitate to adopt more aggressive stances on
issues related to its core national interests.”

If these conditions persist, the US will likely continue its so-called
strategy of secondary coercion by leveraging its trade relationship with
China on issues related to North Korea. Put differently, America’s current
strategy of simultaneously pressuring China and North Korea through
sanctions, which it has implemented since mid-2017, will be sustained. In
response, China will likely, in principle, cooperate with America’s strategy
on the denuclearization of North Korea. Moreover, China will refrain from
rhetoric and actions that might strongly oppose the rules and structure of
America’s approach to North Korean denuclearization, and abstain from
intervening too heavily on the issue of North Korea in ways that might
provoke unwanted suspicion. As a result, it will be difficult to expect a
fundamental shift in China’s relationship with North Korea that conflicts
with America’s strategy on North Korea for the foreseeable future.

The security dynamics in the region will remain similar to the circum-
stances observed from 2018 to 2020 under this scenario. It is predicted
that while bilateral negotiations on denuclearization will stall and become
prolonged, US-North Korea relations will not deteriorate militarily to the
extent to which relations deteriorated in 2017. North Korea will likely face
a relatively favorable security environment in which bilateral negotiations
with the US are ongoing, the military threat posed by the US is relatively
low, and the threat from South Korea is also substantially reduced due to
the Korean peninsula peace process. It could also anticipate improvements
to its relationships with China and Russia respectively, albeit to a limited
degree. Overall, North Korea will face an environment in which it can con-
sider its own limited hedging strategy by preparing for worsening relations
with the US while, at the same time, maintaining a friendly relationship

with the international community and other countries in the region.

17 Mearsheimer, “Bound to Fail,” 7-13.
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Institutional Cooperation

The institutional cooperation scenario does not imply the complete
absence of conflict and competition between the US and China, but does
emphasize the impact of various factors that would make continued an-
tagonism and repeated confrontations difficult to be sustained. These fac-
tors include the issues of climate change, energy, terrorism, and
international finance, none of which are likely to directly impact the situ-
ation on the Korean peninsula and are especially unlikely to affect North
Korea's security environment.'8 Given this, it is probable that, in principle,
the US and China will implicitly agree to maintain the status quo on issues
related to the Korean peninsula. Consequently, the impact that this struc-
tural development and its implications for conflict and cooperation will
have on North Korea will be extremely limited. Conversely, enhanced bi-
lateral cooperation between the US and China on issues related to both
North Korea’s nuclear program and the Korean peninsula may conversely
be an indirect cause for greater overall cooperation between the two great
powers.

Moreover, if the US and China can further build trust through coop-
eration at various levels and in different issue areas in a way that facilitates
institutionalized cooperation on global security agendas, the two great
powers may positively consider institutionalized cooperation on the issue
of North Korea including its nuclear weapons program based on these ex-
periences. Agreement and cooperation between the US and China are nec-
essary for the Korean peninsula peace agreement and a multilateral peace
regime in Northeast Asia. From this perspective, this particular scenario is
likely to have mid- to long-term as well as structural, rather than short-

term, implications for North Korea’s security environment. Therefore, a

18 These predictions are made mostly by neoliberal institutionalists such as Ikenberry. G. John
Ikenberry, Michael Mastanduno and William C. Wohlforth, “Introduction: Unipolarity, State
Behavior and Systemic Consequences,” in International Relations Theory and the Conse-
quences of Unipolarity, ed. G. John lkenberry, Michael Mastanduno and William C.
Wohlforth (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 4-29.
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situation that resembles the strategic cooperation described above will
likely develop on the Korean peninsula and for North Korea in the fore-

seeable future under these conditions.

Challenges for North Korea and Its
Preferred Strategies

Security and Diplomatic Challenges for North Korea in
the Future

North Korea’s security environment will change depending on the tra-
jectory of future US-China relations, and the diplomatic challenges that it
will face as a result will also vary accordingly. First, North Korea is ex-
pected to confront both opportunities and threats in its security environ-
ment if a period of hegemonic struggle arises between the US and China.
The first possible opportunity that may occur in this scenario are conditions
under which North Korea may solidify its status as a nuclear power, how-
ever illegal and illegitimate that might be. If China strongly suspects that
the US will adopt a highly coercive stance in its negotiations with North
Korea based on its absolute power advantage and will therefore compel
North Korea to abandon its nuclear weapons through the threat and use
of force, the survivability of the North Korea regime may actually in-
crease.!? This is because China will become concerned about how this
pressure will lead to a situation on the Korean peninsula that is conducive
to a South Korea-centered unification in the absence of an agreement be-
tween the US and China on how to proceed, and will consequently con-
sider strengthening its political and military assistance to North Korea to

alleviate such fears.

19 Sung-Yoon Chung, et al. Implications of North Korea’s Nuclear Advancement and Re-
sponse Measures, Study Series 17-01 (Seoul: Korea Institute for National Unification,
2017), 31-2.
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The second potential opportunity may arise if North Korea can cul-
tivate political and economic conditions that enable it to avoid or circum-
vent the costs of the international sanction regime. Sanctions will
inevitably be prolonged if conflict and competition between the US and
China are intensified to an extent that derails negotiations on the denu-
clearization of the Korean peninsula. Not only will China oppose com-
prehensive sanctions that directly harm the welfare of the people of North
Korea, but North Korea will also actively complain about the hardship of
its people to China which may make them inclined to accept North
Korea’s requests.

But this scenario will also likely bring about severe threats that might
significantly endanger the survival of the North Korean regime. First, the
US will likely abandon any hopes of cooperating with China on the issue,
and instead implement a strong pressure campaign against North Korea
through the trilateral security partnership between the US, South Korea,
and Japan. The US increasing its pressure on North Korea through more
secondary coercion via China will especially threaten North Korea’s secu-
rity. If a bilateral agreement on denuclearization with North Korea is post-
poned and if the US suspects that China’s role behind the scenes is at fault,
as the Trump administration has done in recent years, then the US might
decide to increase its political and diplomatic pressure on China despite
the risk of substantially worsening its bilateral relationship with Beijing.
Under this scenario, China may opt to resist in the short-term but may
consider revising its North Korea strategy in the long-term due to how this
dynamic harms its own core national interests. Not only is it highly unlikely
that China will recognize North Korea as a nuclear state under these con-
ditions, but China may also be compelled to more actively participate in
the international sanction regime against North Korea.

North Korea will face various challenges if the US and China engage
in strategic competition. The greatest opportunity that North Korea may
encounter in this scenario is the removal of the military threat posed by
the US through the normalization of relations. If North Korea takes bold

steps towards denuclearization and does not demand excessive rewards
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for their endeavors in the process, it may be able to conclude a declaration
of the end of the Korean war as well as a peace agreement relatively soon.
Bilateral relations may be normalized at various steps along the way to
these agreements, for example, which will lead to an opportunity to erad-
icate the hostile relationship that has long-remained between the US and
North Korea. The accelerated pace of denuclearization will also likely con-
tribute to the successful implementation of the Korean peninsula peace
process which, in turn, will further improve North Korea’s security envi-
ronment. North Korea can also seek an opportunity to stabilize and
strengthen its regime. The promotion and visible establishment of a limited
peace regime on the Korean peninsula are structurally tied to the denu-
clearization process with the US, but is also a separate development to-
wards the Korean peace process. If North Korea implements measures for
denuclearization that, at a minimum, is at the same level as freezing its
nuclear program, an environment conducive for the early progression of
the Korean peninsula peace process will likely emerge.

On the other hand, threats and challenges cannot be completely dis-
carded either. First is the threat of abandonment by China, which may be
heightened if North Korea decides to reject negotiations with the US due
to the realization that it is at a disadvantage, or if North Korea attempts to
maintain parts of its nuclear weapons capabilities. Under this scenario,
North Korea’s nuclear weapons program will incite uncertainty and tension
in the region while provoking a conflict between the interests of the US
and China which, in turn, will compel China to conclude that these costs
outweigh the presumed benefits of supporting North Korea and therefore
is less important to do s0.2% If the US and China enhance their level of

agreement on the aims and means of sanctions against North Korea and

20 The North Korean leadership will likely be aware of this risk. Its perceive risk of abandon-
ment was probably one of the main reasons why it decided to pursue an independent nu-
clear arsenal in the late 1980s. Client states also face the threat of severely restricting its
autonomy when it becomes overly dependent on their patron states for security. Given
these structural constraints and risks, it is difficult for weak states to find reliable states to
ally with. Moreover, few states adopt a national security strategy that completely relies on
their external alliances with other states.
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expand their consensus more broadly to the North Korean problem, the
North Korean regime will face significant risks. Likewise, if North Korea
continues to maintain its position and resists denuclearization despite con-
tinued sanctions due to America’s steadfast position of only considering
the lifting of sanctions after complete denuclearization, China may reeval-
uate the strategic value of North Korea. This will likely result in the con-
solidation of American influence in the region, and China may be
compelled to seriously consider replacing the Kim Jong-un regime before
the US utilizes military options against North Korea.

The second potential risk involves the gradual reduction in the long-
term expected utility of North Korea. If North Korea maintains a lukewarm
attitude in negotiations on denuclearization, the rewards that North Korea
will expect may decrease significantly. As North Korea delays its negoti-
ations with the US, the American foreign policy establishment will become
increasingly skeptical about dialogue and the demand for a stronger pres-
sure campaign against North Korea will increase as a result. Under this
scenario, the concessions that the US will be willing to offer in subsequent
talks will become smaller even if North Korea decides to return to the ne-
gotiation table because of American confidence in the effectiveness of the
sanction regime as well as its suspicions towards North Korea will have
both increased. Consequently, it may be surmised that under this scenario,
the vulnerability of the North Korean regime’s survivability will decrease
the longer it postpones a decision on denuclearization.

Meanwhile, the institutional cooperation scenario will likely be the
most favorable for North Korea simply due to the international security
environment it creates. North Korea will face a much more stable security
environment as a result of institutionalized cooperation between the US
and China. This will also mean a situation where not only the two great
powers in the US and China but other various international actors will be
able to participate and intervene on the issues involving North Korea in-
cluding its nuclear weapons program. This will be one of the best oppor-
tunities for North Korea particularly if it wishes to become a normal

member of the international community. If North Korea actively pursues
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denuclearization, various opportunities for it to reform and liberalize its
economy will be presented. Vastly strengthened institutional cooperation
between the US and China in terms of both its breadth and depth will cre-
ate the systemic inertia that will also contribute to an environment in which
complete denuclearization and opening of the North Korean economy will
be both inevitable and unavoidable.

This scenario means, however, that the level of cooperation between
the US and China on the issue of North Korea’s nuclear weapons program
will realistically be significantly high which, in turn, means that China will
be seeking to closely cooperate with America’s overall strategy towards
North Korea and policy on denuclearization. As such, North Korea may
face a situation where its relationship with China will weaken if the US
maintains its hardline stance on the question of partially or completely lift-
ing sanctions against North Korea, an outcome that North Korea desires,
and China actively and voluntarily collaborates with the US on this matter.
In this regard, North Korea may decide to prepare for a different domestic
political situation to emerge in both the US and China after President
Trump and President Xi, the two architects behind this cooperative rela-
tionship between the two great powers, step down. If the US and North
Korea agree to a transitional plan for denuclearization, the possibility that
future US administrations will revise its bilateral relationship with North
Korea and reassess the temporary agreements with North Korea will also

be a potential threat.

North Korea’s Preferred Strategies

North Korea is expected to form various responses to the security and
diplomatic environment that it will likely face. North Korea will likely
choose among three options in case a hegemonic struggle occurs between
the US and China. First, North Korea could limit the impact of the inter-
national sanctions regime by strengthening its bilateral relationship with
China and resume development of its nuclear capabilities. Second, North

Korea may choose to advance its nuclear capabilities rapidly and seek a
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bargain with the US before security threats against the regime materialize.
Third, North Korea may preemptively accept conditions proposed by the
US and more actively engage in denuclearization negotiations, but at the
same time try to advance its nuclear capabilities as much as possible while
delaying negotiations if the US continues to make demands that conflict
with North Korea’s position and national interests. Regardless of which
option North Korea chooses, it will try to advance the nuclear arsenal that
it already possesses.2! North Korea will also try to retain a minimum num-
ber of nuclear weapons in each of these three cases to deter the security
threat posed by South Korea and the US to prepare for the worst case sce-
nario.

Under these circumstances, North Korea will most prefer restoring a
close relationship with China. Specifically, North Korea will devise various
attempts to demonstrate its diplomatic and security value to China as it
enters a period of competition with the US and will therefore seek to es-
tablish and strengthen its own sphere of influence. North Korea may either
ask for assistance in developing mechanisms for denuclearization negoti-
ations that will benefit them, or provide detailed descriptions of its current
nuclear capabilities in the hopes of seeking Chinese understanding. In ad-
dition, North Korea may form a nuclear strategy that is identical to that of
China to persuade Beijing to balance against the trilateral security coop-
eration between the US, South Korea, and Japan together. In this process,
North Korea may promise to refrain from military provocations that might
provoke or entrap China on the Korean peninsula while it continues to
enhance its nuclear capabilities as a defensive countermeasure. Moreover,
North Korea may warn China about the risk of domestic instability caused
by internal opposition and argue that only the Kim Jong-un regime will
maintain its blood alliance. North Korea may also conclude bilateral agree-
ments with China that guarantees and confers various economic rights and

benefits. On the other hand, if the US rejects denuclearization negotiations

21 Sung-Yoon Chung et al., Peace Regime of the Korean Peninsula and North Korean Policy,
Study Series 18-04 (Seoul: Korea Institute for National Unification, 2018), 87-99.
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and North Korea becomes skeptical of China’s resolve in defending North
Korea due to American pressure through secondary coercive measures,
North Korea will once again focus its policy efforts to advance its nuclear
capabilities to combat the uncertainty surrounding its future security envi-
ronment.

North Korea will likely prefer two strategic options if strategic com-
petition between the US and China arises and continues. First, North Korea
will wish to maintain and not disengage from bilateral negotiations with
the US initiated by its initial commitment to denuclearization. This will be
due to the assessment that it can gain more concessions from the US than
was possible in the past based on its confidence in the completion of its
nuclear arsenal. Preventing the US from revering to a firmer policy towards
North Korea, especially if the negotiations are derailed early on during the
Trump administration, will also become a secondary goal of North Korea’s
strategy.

But at the same time, North Korea will also prepare for a situation
where its interests are harmed or impeded and are not adequately consid-
ered due to persistent pressure from the US and its power advantage, an
outcome possible based on the general characteristics of strategic compe-
tition. North Korea may assess the situation from America’s perspective
and conclude that the US believes that the current process of denucleariza-
tion was made possible by the effectiveness of the sanction regime, and
thus plan its response according to such assessments. This will likely
prompt North Korea to conclude that it will need to adequately acquiesce
to America’s demands during the process of negotiations. On the other
hand, it will likely delay the bargaining process in order to restructure the
nature of negotiations so that it is delayed in a way that benefits them.
North Korea will likely attempt to prolong negotiations by increasing the
number of meetings as much as possible while also being cautious about
upsetting the overall process.

Lastly, under the institutional cooperation scenario, the US and China
will probably discuss and deliberate the issues on the Korean peninsula

at multilateral international venues such as the UN. Given that the level
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of cooperation between the two great powers is high in this scenario, the
US and China will likely perceive the North Korea nuclear weapons prob-
lem as one of their main priorities central to multilateral security cooper-
ation in Northeast Asia in the mid- to long-term. This will relatively
improve North Korea’s security environment in comparison to the current
situation. First, it will reduce the likelihood of unilateral action by the US
and its efforts to coerce North Korea which, in turn, will improve North
Korea’s external condition. The international sanctions regime will con-
tinue to be imposed on North Korea as long as it resists denuclearization
since the international consensus on how North Korea’s nuclear weapons
program is perceived to be a serious threat to the non-proliferation regime
will remain unchanged. But at the same time, North Korea will likely con-
sider various strategic options to weaken the mechanisms of international
cooperation on the sanction regime. The most realistic option that North
Korea may adopt is dividing the denuclearization process into various
steps in order to weaken the international sanctions regime as quickly as
possible.

If cooperation between the US and China expands to address issues
such as the political system on the Korean peninsula post-denuclearization
and the stationing of US troops, North Korea will strongly oppose revisions
to the status quo that may potentially impinge upon their interests. In par-
ticular, if the US and China agree that a future Korean peninsula that favors
South Korea is in both their interests, North Korea will likely further obsess
over its nuclear weapons program. North Korea is expected to be ex-
tremely sensitive to the prospect of the US and China, the two main parties
to the original armistice agreement signed in 1953, agreeing to a post-
armistice agreement without consulting them. For these conditions to arise,
China needs to conclude that North Korea's strategic value is low and
place greater expected value on cooperation with the US. Compared to
the other two scenarios discussed above, this is expected to be less likely

to occur.
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Conclusion

In general, North Korea’s security environment will likely improve the
more stabilized US-China relations become, and the level of cooperation
between the two great powers increases. If the US and China through bi-
lateral cooperation continue to agree on the goal of denuclearizing the
Korean peninsula and pursue denuclearization through peaceful methods,
the structural inertia that will lead North Korea to denuclearization will be
sustained and reinforced. In particular, if the US and China enhance their
cooperation on questions related to the management of the international
sanction regime against North Korea as well as the future of the Korean
peninsula post-denuclearization, an environment will be created in which
the North Korean leadership will be compelled to more actively engage in
the denuclearization process. On the other hand, if instability in Northeast
Asia increases as a result of intensifying conflict and competition between
the two great powers, North Korea will face numerous challenges and
threats at various levels. In particular, direct military confrontations be-
tween the US and China, heightened tensions and disagreements over
how North Korea should denuclearize, and unilateral military actions by
the US against North Korea will be most likely to occur when competition
between the US and China is the most intense and there is no consensus
between these two great powers about the future of the Korean peninsula.
Under these conditions, China will ambitiously support North Korea both
in terms of its security and economy, while North Korea will become more
obsessed with maintaining its nuclear capabilities. This will consequently
prompt the US to respond by increasing its pressure on North Korea which
may accelerate the speed in which North Korea experiences state failure.

The changes to North Korea’s security environment due to shifts in
the US-China relationship and how North Korea chooses to react will have
significant implications for South Korea also. If hegemonic struggle occurs
between the US and China, the probability that North Korea successfully

denuclearizes will decrease and the Northeast Asia region will become
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more unstable as a result of great power competition. This is the worst-
case scenario for the South Korean government. Trilateral security coop-
eration with the US and Japan will become more necessary in response to
stronger ties between China and North Korea. The domestic demands for
South Korea to acquire its own nuclear weapons to effectively deter North
Korea’s nuclear weapons will also become stronger and more frequent.
Under the scenario of strategic cooperation, in which cooperation and
competition between the US and China simultaneously continue like it
currently does, the security dynamic in the region will be strongly influ-
enced by America’s policy decisions. If the US pursues an appropriate bar-
gain with North Korea or sufficiently incorporates China’s position in how
it forms bilateral relations with North Korea post-denuclearization, the re-
gional peace process will likely progress in a relatively stable manner.
Strengthening bilateral cooperation in the US-South Korea alliance will
further accelerate the dual processes of peace and denuclearization. Lastly,
in the case of institutional cooperation between the US and China, South
Korea must make adequate diplomatic efforts so that its interests are not
ignored by the US, and China as they discuss and decide on the current
and future status of the Korean peninsula. In addition, South Korea might
need to make efforts to formulate a multilateral consultative process that
includes South and North Korea, the US and China to deliberate peace on

the Korean peninsula.

56



References

Beckley, Michael. “The Emerging Military Balance in East Asia: How
China’s Neighbors Can Check Chinese Naval Expansion.” Inter-
national Security, vol. 42, no 2 (2017): 78-119.

Bush, Richard C. “The United States and China: A G-2 in the Making?”
The Brookings Institute, October 11, 2011. Accessed October 3,
2020. https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-united-states-and-
china-a-g-2-in-the-making/.

Campbell, Kurt. The Pivot: The Future of American Statecraft in Asia.
New York: Hachette Book Group, 2016.

Chung, Sung-Yoon, et al. Implications of North Korea’s Nuclear Ad-
vancement and Response Measures, Study Series 17-01. Seoul:
Korea Institute for National Unification, 2017.

Chung, Sung-Yoon, et al. Peace Regime of the Korean Peninsula and
North Korean Policy. Study Series 18-04. Seoul: Korea Institute
for National Unification, 2018.

Cunningham, Fiona S., and M. Taylor Fravel. “Dangerous Confidence?
Chinese Views on Nuclear Escalation.” International Security, vol.
44, no. 2 (2019): 61-109.

Ikenberry, G. John, Michael Mastanduno, and William C. Wohlforth. “In-
troduction: Unipolarity, State Behavior, and Systemic Conse-
quences.” In International Relations Theory and the Consequences
of Unipolarity, edited by G. John lkenberry, Michael Mastanduno
and William C. Wohlforth, 1-33. New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2011.

Kang, David. China Rising: Peace, Power, and Order in East Asia. New
York: Colombia University Press, 2007.

Lim, Darren J., and Jack Cooper. “Reassessing Hedging: The Logic of

Alignment in East Asia.” Security Studies, vol. 24, no. 4 (2015):
696-727.

How Will North Korea Respond to Shifts in the US-China Relationship? 57



Mearsheimer, John J. “Bound to Fail: The Rise and Fall of the Liberal In-
ternational Order.” International Security, vol. 43, no. 4 (2019):
7-50.

Monteiro, Nuno P. Theory of Unipolar Politics. Cambridge, UK: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2010.

“The New Normal of China’s Economy.” China Daily, October 10, 2014.
Accessed September 15, 2020. https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/
opinion/2014-10/10/content 18716671.htm.

Paul, T. V. Restraining Great Powers: Soft Balancing from Empires to the
Global Era. New Haven, NJ: Yale University Press, 2018.
Peterson Institute for International Economics (PIIE). “US-CHINA Trade
War.” Accessed October 12, 2020. https://www.piie.com/re-

search/trade-investment/us-china-trade-war.

Przeworski, Adam, and Fernando Limongi. “Modernization Theories and
Facts.” World Politics, vol. 49, no. 2 (1997): 155-83.

Shambaugh, David. “Tangled Titans: Conceptualizing the U.S.-China Re-
lationship.” In Tangled Titans: The United States and China, edited
by David Shambaugh, 29-50. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers, Inc., 2013.

Shifrinson, Joshua R. ltzkowitz. Rising Titans, Falling Giants: How Great
Powers Exploit Power Shifts. Ithaca, New York: Cornell University
Press, 2018.

Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI). SIPRI YEAR-
BOOK. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2018.

58



A Shifting Northeast Asian Security Landscape
and China-ROK-Japan Arctic Cooperation

Gong Keyu
Shanghai Institutes for International Studies (SIIS)

Abstract

The growing competition between Beijing and Washington and
the coronavirus pandemic are not only changing the regional
landscape but also China-ROK-Japan cooperation in arctic affairs.
For the three countries, changes in the Northeast Asian landscape
present both opportunities and challenges for trilateral exchange
and cooperation. China, South Korea, and Japan all depend on
international trade, shipping, and energy for their sustained
economic growth. As extra-regional actors with major interests
in arctic affairs, China-ROK-Japan share similar policy positions as
observers on the Arctic Council. At the same time, the three
economic powers also have inescapable competing views and
conflicts of interest in the arctic region.

Amid a shifting global landscape and the coronavirus pandemic,
Northeast Asia is also undergoing profound changes, which
requires higher levels of trilateral cooperation in arctic affairs to
provide further momentum for maintaining regional stability and
harmony. The best policy for China, South Korea, and Japan,
three interdependent major economies in a world of growing
uncertainty and competition is more coordination and cooperation.
The Arctic could be a region where higher levels of Northeast
Asian cooperation and integration can set a new paradigm of
sub-regional coordination in the service of regional stability and
prosperity.

Key Words: arctic, China-ROK-Japan, Northeast Asian, China-ROK-
Japan arctic cooperation
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Northeast Asia sits at the intersection of the Eurasian Continent and
the Western Pacific. In the midst of a tectonic shift in the global balance
of power, Northeast Asia is also experiencing major changes. Bilateral re-
lations, multilateral interactions, and regional economic and security dy-
namics are all affected by an erratic U.S. president, twists and turns of the
North Korean nuclear issue, China-ROK dispute over Seoul’s THAAD de-
ployment, easing of tensions between Seoul and Pyongyang, growing ten-
sions between South Korea and Japan, and the dawn of Japan’s Reiwa
era.

The growing competition between Beijing and Washington and the
coronavirus pandemic are not only changing the regional landscape but
also China-ROK-Japan cooperation in arctic affairs. For the three countries,
changes in the Northeast Asian landscape present both opportunities and

challenges for trilateral exchange and cooperation.

A Shifting Northeast Asian Security Landscape

The growing competition between Beijing and Washington and the
coronavirus pandemic are not only changing the regional landscape but

also China-ROK-Japan cooperation in arctic affairs.

Growing China-U.S. Competition Is a Double-edged
Sword for China-ROK-Japan Arctic Cooperation

Washington is adapting its Asia-Pacific policy to changes in the U.S.-
China balance of power, strategic calculation, and domestic politics, and
external environments in the direction of containing and thwarting China’s
rise. Growing rivalry between China and the United States after Donald
Trump took office is threatening regional stability. Washington has
strengthened security ties with its East Asian allies to increase strategic
pressure on China in the Taiwan Strait and the East and South China Seas.

On the economic front, the Trump administration has waged a trade war

60



and a technology war with China, trying to strangle the expansion of Chi-
nese tech giants like Huawei by imposing restrictive export controls. On
the current trend, the possibility of more conflicts, in the form of financial
war, exchange rate war, and industry war, cannot be ruled out. On the
military front, the United States continues the Asia pivot by strengthening
the alliance with South Korea and Japan and deploying military assets in
the Western Pacific.

The fundamental issues in their bilateral ties that Beijing and Wash-
ington have to face squarely and address properly are posing unprece-
dented challenges.! The phase one-trade deal announced on December 13
2019 has not ended the broader trade war between the two superpowers.
The “China threat” was amplified in the recent U.S. presidential election
by Democrats and Republicans who attempted to rally voters by vilifying
Beijing on a number of issues that concern China’s core interests, such as
Hong Kong, Taiwan, Xinjiang, Tibet, human rights, trade policies and
practices, technology development, and people-to-people exchange. Some
U.S. politicians have been trying to push China-U.S. relations to a new
cold war.2 A pessimistic view holds that the bilateral ties have been
changed fundamentally and there is no going back.

Intensifying strategic competition in Northeast Asia is also influencing
arctic cooperation that involves China, South Korea, and Japan.

As the prospects for China-U.S. relations darken, other regional pow-
ers like South Korea and Japan faced with a potential strategic choice be-
tween China vs. America, economics vs. security, multilateralism vs.
unilateralism, joint efforts vs. going it alone. For Northeast Asia countries,
the strategic elbowroom is shrinking. Japan has chosen to tilt further to-

ward Washington in economic and security terms by promoting its own

1 Wang Yi, “Bringing the Wind and Waves, Moving Forward Resolutely” (speech at the open-
ing ceremony of the 2019 symposium on International Situation and China’s Diplomacy,
Beijing, December 13, 2019).

2 The third session of the 13th National People’s Congress held a press conference in the Great
Hall of the People. State Councilor and Minister of Foreign Affairs Wang Yi answered ques-
tions from Chinese and foreign journalists on China’s foreign policy and foreign relations,
May 24, 2020, https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/web/ziliao_674904/zyjh_674906/t1782257 .shtml.
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Indo-Pacific strategy and collective-defense rights. South Korea also sided
with America on the THAAD issue in Chinese vision.3 Under growing
U.S. strategic pressure, Tokyo and Seoul may choose across-the-board
alignment with Washington and balk at deeper bilateral and trilateral co-
operation on Belt and Road projects and arctic affairs.

On the other hand, the rise of the non-Western world is changing the
global economic landscape. The world’s free trade system threatened by
Washington’s growing unilateralism and protectionism. In the name of ad-
vancing U.S. national interests, the Trump administration asked South
Korea and Japan to pay more for U.S. military protection and threaten al-
lies with the possibility of dismantling America’s trade, security, and mil-
itary agreements with Seoul and Tokyo. In the context of growing
downward pressure on the world economy, trade protectionism, and
strategic unilateralism, China, South Korea, and Japan have a unique role

to play and should assume more international responsibilities.

Improvements in Bilateral and Trilateral Relations Have
Cleared Way for China-ROK-Japan Arctic Cooperation

The three pairs of bilateral relationships in the China-ROK-Japan tri-
angle are not without tensions and disputes due to historical grievances
and present-day animosity. However, in recent years, these relations have
improved significantly.

It is impossible for Tokyo and Beijing to resolve their long-running
disputes in the East China Sea. However, top leaders of both nations have
decided to take advantage of the 40th anniversary of the establishment of
diplomatic ties to ease the tensions over recent years.

The THAAD controversy brought China-ROK relations to a new low

but summit meetings between top leaders have smoothed over some of

3 About China-ROK dispute over Seoul’s THAAD deployment: Most of the Chinese people
think that “South Korea agreed with the U.S. on the THAAD issue,” but the South Korea’s
point of view is “THAAD is an inevitable choice for South Korea's security in the face of
growing threats from North Korea.”
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their differences and bilateral relations have returned to some semblance
of normalcy.

ROK-Japan frictions include disputes over forced South Korean work-
ers and comfort women in the Second World War, territorial disputes, the
2018 fire control radar lock-on dispute. Tensions further rose after July
2019 when Japan imposed export controls against South Korea. Although
Seoul announced that it would delay its withdrawal from the General Se-
curity of Military Information Agreement, political and security relations
had already worsened.

With a total population of more than 1.6 billion, the GDP volume of
China, South Korea, and Japan exceed more than 2 trillion dollars, ac-
counting for 24 percent of the world’s total and 70 percent of Asia’s.#
More than 20 years of China-ROK-Japan cooperation have raised trilateral
trade from 130 billion dollars to 720 billion.> This important period has
proven that whenever the three regional players can respect each other’s
core interests, join hands in addressing common concerns, and build up
mutual trust, regional stability and security can be assured. Otherwise,
competition and instability will grow.

Regular summit meetings have provided opportunities for top policy-
makers to increase understanding and smooth over disagreements. In 2019
in particular, Beijing assumed the rotating chairmanship of the institution-
alized China-ROK-Japan leaders’” meetings and arranged for President
Moon and Prime Minister Abe to meet in Chengdu to ease their bilateral
tensions.

On August 22, 2020, China’s top diplomat Yang Jiechi met with
South Korea’s National Security Adviser Suh Hoon in Busan and spoke
highly of the recent outcomes of bilateral cooperation. As Mr. Yang put
it, “Under the leadership of President Xi Jinping and Moon Jae-in, Beijing

and Seoul have kept strong momentum for cooperation. China stands

4 Wang Junsheng and Tian Derong, “Promoting China-ROK-Japan Cooperation Based on
COVID-19 Cooperation,” Overseas Investment and Export Credit, no. 3 (2020): 29.

5 “The Trilateral Cooperation Vision for the Next Decade of China-ROK-Japan,” Xinhua News
Agency, December 24, 2019.
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ready to work with South Korea to increase leaders’ interaction and strate-
gic coordination, identifies new areas of cooperation, expand trade, eco-
nomic, and cultural links, and bring Seoul-Beijing strategic cooperation to
a new height.”®

Improvement of bilateral relationships and progress in trilateral coop-

eration has created favorable conditions for more arctic cooperation.

The South-North Rapprochement and Broader Trilateral
Arctic Cooperation

Since 2018, regular summit meetings have been held among top lead-
ers of Northeast Asian countries. North Korean leader Kim Jong-un visited
Beijing four times in less than one year. Kim also met with his South Ko-
rean counterpart three times in less than six months. The two sides signed
“Panmunjom Declaration” and the “September Pyongyang Joint Declara-
tion” in April and September 2018, respectively.” On June 12, 2018, Kim
Jong-un met with Donald Trump in Singapore, the first ever meeting be-
tween the supreme leaders of both countries. And the two met in Hanoi
and Panmunjom in late February and June in 2019 respectively. Kim also
visited Russia’s Far East and met with President Putin in late April 2019.8
Although U.S-DPRK animosity still runs deep, regional countries, South
Korea in particular, have seen the rare opportunity for a broader Northeast
Asian entente and the possibility of longer-term region-wide stability and
prosperity.

Seoul has proposed for its “New Korean Peninsular Economic Map”

6 “Yang Jiechi Held Consultations with the Head of the National Security Office of South
Korea: Maintaining Multilateralism and Free Trade,” Xinhua News Agency, August 22, 2020.

7 Rodong Sinmun, the official newspaper of the Workers’ Party of Korea (WPK), published a
signed article on January 14, 2019, positively commenting on the “Panmunjom Declaration”
and the “Pyongyang Joint Declaration” reached by the leaders of the South and North during
their meeting in 2018, and emphasized that both sides should be active Implement the con-
tent of the declaration.

8 “Kim Jong-un and Putin Officially Meet for the First Time and Held ‘One-on-One’ Meeting,”
China Government Network, April 25, 2019, http:/photo.china.com.cn/2019-04/25/con-
tent_74720962.htm.
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vision a series of major infrastructure projects to help Pyongyang develop
its economy, including building power plants, railways and roads, and a
western coast economic belt. The H-shaped economic map will cover the
western coast economic belt (Mokpo — Incheon — Kaesong — Haizhou —
Sinuiju — Dalian), the eastern coast one (Busan — Pohang — Seoraksan —
Wonsan — Raseon — Vladivostok), and the central belt (Incheon — Jian-
gling — Hamhung). Take the eastern coast belt for an example, through
this plan, South Korea will have access to Russia’s natural gas and mineral
resources of North Korea will be explored. President Moon Jae-in pre-
sented a gift to Kim Jong-un at their meeting on April 27, 2018, a USB
flash drive that contained this Korean Peninsular Economic Map.?

At the same time, at the third plenary session of the Workers’ Party
of Korea's seventh national congress, the Kim Jong-un administration an-
nounced a major transition from a two-pronged strategy that had laid equal
emphasis on nuclear weapon development and economic construction to
an economy-focused one. As a result of long-standing economic and fi-
nancial sanctions, North Korean national conditions and capacity still fall
short of what is required in a modern country to develop its economy. It
is lacking in oil and natural gas and has underdeveloped infrastructure that
cannot generate enough electricity to power its economic growth. In a
more relaxed external environment, North Korea will be able to free up
more strategic resources for economic development and the 9-Bridge Strat-
egy should be used to help Pyongyang to improve its economic conditions
and necessary infrastructure. North Korea’s involvement in regional de-
velopment initiatives will also boost arctic cooperation, not only helping
fulfilling Seoul’s H-shaped peninsular economic map vision, but also ad-
vancing Russia’s interest in promoting cooperation with Northeast Asian

nations.10

9 “Seoul Proposes to Kim Jong-un a Grand Plan to Link the Inter-Korean Economy with
China,” South China Morning Post, May 8, 2018.
10 Zhang Huizhi and Xu Man, “Korea-Russia Cooperation in the Far East under South Korea’s
‘New Northern Policy” with the ‘Nine Bridges Strategy’ as the Core,” Korea Research Essays,
vol. 2 (2020): 72-3.
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A future thaw in U.S.-DPRK relations and with it the lifting of inter-
national sanctions will help create a favorable regional environment in
which DPRK-related economic initiatives proposed by China, Russia, and
South Korea for infrastructure, energy, and transportation will be imple-
mented at an early date. Severely affected by international sanctions, the
coronavirus pandemic, devastating typhoons, North Korea’s economy is
now on the brink of collapse. Its involvement in Arctic cooperation will
not only alleviate the economic woes but also add to the growing mo-

mentum of region-wide cooperation.

Tokyo, Beijing, and Seoul Join Hands in Responding to
the COVID-19 Pandemic: A Paradigm for Trilateral Arc-
tic Cooperation

A new consensus emerged after the end of the Cold War: given the
reduced risk of military conflict and traditional security challenge, nontra-
ditional security threats have gained prominence, such as terrorism, finan-
cial crisis, climate change, pandemics, transnational crime, which require
joint efforts on the part of all stakeholders, especially great powers. The
need to meet common global challenges is the strategic rationale for en-
hanced great power cooperation.!!

For Northeast Asian countries long troubled by historical grievances
and unsolved disputes, when it comes to promoting regional harmony and
stability, cooperation on nontraditional security challenges should take
precedence over tackling traditional ones. Over the years, cooperation in
economic, financial, energy and environmental matters has yielded real
progress since regional countries are all economy-focused energy con-
sumers.

In early 2020, the coronavirus outbreak that hit China first before it

11 Tao Wenzhao, “The Non-traditional Security Consensus and the United States Going Its
Own Way,” Changes in the International Strategic Landscape in the Context of the Pan-
demic, Report (Shanghai Institute of International Strategic Studies, March 31, 2020).
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spread to other parts of the world, caused economic and social devastation
throughout Northeast Asia and cast a shadow over China-ROK-Japan co-
operation. The coronavirus pandemic exposed the vulnerabilities of the
global public health regime and highlighted the urgency of taking collec-
tive action to strengthen human security against nontraditional challenges,
especially health risks and biological threats. This urgency of tackling press-
ing health crises takes on an importance that far overwhelms that of ad-
dressing traditional security issues like military conflict and geopolitical
risks.12

Threatened by a common enemy that is more contagious than SARS
and MERS, Beijing, Tokyo, and Seoul held a number of high-level meet-
ings like special foreign minsters’ meetings and health ministers” meetings
to share information and best practices, coordinate national response meas-
ures, jointly enforce travel restrictions. In a speech at an extraordinary G-
20 summit, President Xi Jinping called for global collective action in a time
of crisis to vanquish the virus at an early date.'® Beijing also proposed a
number of transnational initiatives for health cooperation according to re-
gional conditions in Northeast Asia.!* Although the peoples of the three
nations have to keep a distance from each other amid a global pandemic,
sympathy and solidarity have in fact brought their hearts closer.

For Northeast Asian nations, the most pressing concern is how to beat
the virus at an early date and restore economic and social orders. Moving
ahead, Beijing, Tokyo, and Seoul need to establish a new model of eco-
nomic cooperation by forging more resilient economic chains as the pan-
demic has exposed major vulnerabilities in the old complementary,

externally oriented supply and value chains. Nontraditional security issues

12 “COVID-19 and the International Landscape” by seven experts from CICIR, Report (China
Institutes of Contemporary International Relations, March 25, 2020).

13 Xi Jinping, “Working Together to Overcome Difficulties” (speech at the special summit of
the G20 leaders, Beijing, March 26, 2020).

14 The third session of the 13th National People’s Congress held a press conference in the
Great Hall of the People. State Councilor and Minister of Foreign Affairs Wang Yi answered
questions from Chinese and foreign journalists on China’s foreign policy and foreign rela-
tions, May 24, 2020, https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/web/ziliao_674904/zyjh_674906/t1782257.
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should be areas of increased cooperation, for example, maritime cooper-
ation, environmental protection, and public health. More trilateral coop-
eration could inject fresh impetus into broader Northeast Asian and East
Asian cooperation.!> Moreover, complementary and interdependent in-
dustrial chains and economic networks should be set up that are Beijing-
based, market-oriented, and enterprise-led.6

Progress in trilateral efforts to contain the novel coronavirus has set
an important example for broader arctic cooperation. As arctic affairs are
more complex and challenging for any single country to address them
alone, closer coordination on arctic affairs is the best strategic option for

Tokyo, Beijing, and Seoul.

China-ROK-Japan Arctic Cooperation:
Achievements and Challenges

For China, South Korea, and Japan, changes in the Northeast Asian
landscape present both opportunities and challenges for trilateral exchange
and cooperation.

The three countries agree on the importance of a rules-based multi-
lateral trade regime, and reaffirm their commitment to free trade, multi-
lateralism, and international norms to build a better international business
environment that favors fair competition.'” In the face of a world in dis-
array, intensifying great power rivalry, realignment of regional forces,!®
and a new round of rule-making, China, South Korea, and Japan need to
step up cooperation at multiple levels and across different areas, among

which the Arctic is an ideal place to start.

15 Zhang Yunling, “The Way of China-ROK-Japan in the New Era,” World Knowledge, no.
10 (2020): 72.

16 Zhang Yunling, “Promoting Northeast Asia Cooperation in the New Situation,”
Sungkyunkwan China Observation Quarterly, no. 3 (2020): 29.

17 “Reviewing the Past and Exploring the Future -- Interpretation of the 8th Trilateral Summit
Meeting of China-ROK-Japan,” China Government Network, December 25, 2019.

18 Jiang Yuechun, “New Opportunities for China-ROK-Japan Cooperation,” Northeast Asian
Journal, no. 2 (2020): 6.
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Trilateral Cooperation Foundation: Official Policies and
Leaders’ Attitudes

Beijing released its first White Paper on Arctic Policy on January 26,
2018," which lays out China’s policy goals, diplomatic principles, and
general positions with regard to arctic affairs in a fast-changing world. It
points out that, arctic governance requires contributions from all stake-
holders and Beijing is an important actor, participator, builder, and con-
tributor in arctic affairs. China also makes clear that it upholds the
principles of “respect, win-win cooperation, and sustainability,” stands
ready to work with all parties to meet common challenges in a changing
arctic, and better understand, protect, and explore the arctic region. The
policy paper also calls for jointly building a “Polar Silk Road” to promote
inter-connectivity and social and economic sustainable development in
the Arctic. On April 23, 2019, when meeting with foreign military dele-
gates participating in a multinational military exercise marking the 70th
anniversary of the founding of the Chinese navy, President Xi Jinping
first proposed the idea of building a maritime community with a shared
future.20

Tokyo issued its Third Basic Plan on Ocean Policy in 2018 in which
arctic affairs viewed as important as issues such as maritime security, ma-
rine economy, and marine environmental protection. Policy measures in-
cluded in this basic plan are promoting the research of the Arctic Challenge
for Sustainability (ArCS), strengthening science and technology collabo-
ration in the Arctic, conducting feasibility studies of arctic shipping lanes,
and promoting arctic rule of law.2!

On September 7, 2017, at the third Eastern Economic Forum held in

Vladivostok, South Korean President Moon Jae-in announced Seoul’s

19 “China Publishes Its First White Paper on Arctic Policy: Governance of the Arctic Requires
the Participation and Contribution of All Parties,” Xinhua News Agency, January 26, 2018.

20 “The Sea Testifies — A Full Record of Multinational Naval Activities Celebrating the 70th
Anniversary of the Founding of the People’s Navy,” Xinhua News Agency, April 26, 2019.

21 Wang Xu, “Interpretation of Japan’s Third Basic Ocean Plan,” International Research Ref-
erence, no. 3 (2020): 12.
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“New Northern Policy” aimed at building a vast economic area that
stretches from the Korean Peninsula and Russia’s Far East through North-
east Asia to Eurasia. President Moon also proposed a 9-Bridge Strategy
for strengthening Russia-ROK cooperation in nine key areas, namely, nat-
ural gas, railway, electricity, port development, arctic sea-lanes, shipping
building, job creation, agriculture, and aquaculture.22 Natural gas and arc-
tic sea-lanes has become the core projects carried out by South Korea’s
Northern Economic Cooperation Committee under the “New Northern
Policy.”23 In South Korea’s strategic vision, the Far East could be con-
nected with the Korean Peninsula through the nine bridges and there
should be sufficient coordination among regional countries’ development
and economic initiatives, for example, Seoul’s “New Northern Policy,”
Moscow’s “New Eastern Policy,” China’s “Belt and Road initiative,” Mon-
golia’s “Development Path strategy,” and Japan’s economic cooperation
proposal in eight key areas.

Even as Beijing, Tokyo, and Seoul unveil their own arctic-focused
maritime and economic cooperation initiatives, South Korea and Japan are
responding positively to China’s Belt and Road initiative. Leaders of the
three countries have expressed their willingness to increase exchange and
cooperation on arctic affairs through summit meetings and correspon-
dence.

One agreement among the ten consensus points between Chinese
and Japanese leaders at the meeting on the sidelines of the G-20 summit
in Osaka is that Tokyo believes the Belt and Road initiative is a visionary
plan that can better integrate a diverse region.24 During his meeting with
Chinese President Xi Jinping in late 2019, President Moon Jae-in reiter-

ated that Seoul hoped to align its “New Southern Policy” and “New

22 “The Prime Minister of South Korea attends the Eastern Economic Forum and Calls on All
Parties to Promote Peace on the Korean Peninsula,” Yonhap News Agency, September 12,
2018.

23 Guo Rui and Sun Tianyu, “The Arctic Strategy under South Korea’s ‘New Northern Policy’:
Progress and Limits,” Journal of International Relations, no. 3 (2020): 140.

24 “Xi Jinping Meets with Shinzo Abe and Reached a Ten-point Consensus,” Xinhua News
Agency, June 27, 2019.
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Northern Policy” with Beijing’s Belt and Road Initiative.2> In Seoul’s
plan, an air route from Busan of South Korea to Rotterdam of the Nether-
lands is a major project under the 9-Bridge Strategy, a project that has a
lot in common with projects under the China-Russia Polar Silk Road.
These projects could be the ideal starting point for multilateral arctic co-

operation.

The Achievements of China-ROK-Japan Arctic
Cooperation

China, South Korea, and Japan's policy goals on the Arctic are2® : to
understand, protect, develop and participate in the governance of the Arc-
tic, so as to safeguard the common interests of all countries and the inter-
national community in the Arctic, and promote sustainable development
of the Arctic.

To understand the Arctic, China, South Korea, and Japan will improve
the capacity and capability in scientific research on the Arctic, pursue a
deeper understanding and knowledge of the arctic science, and explore
the natural laws behind its changes and development, so as to create fa-
vorable conditions for mankind to better protect, develop, and govern the
Arctic.

To protect the Arctic, China, South Korea, and Japan will actively re-
spond to climate change in the Arctic, protect its unique natural environ-
ment and ecological system, promote its own climatic, environmental and
ecological resilience, and respect its diverse social culture and the historical
traditions of the indigenous peoples.

To develop the Arctic, China, South Korea, and Japan will improve

the capacity and capability in using applied arctic technology, strengthen

25 “Xi Jinping Meets with President Moon Jae-in of South Korea,” China Government Net-
work, December 23, 2019.

26 See “China's Arctic Policy,” The State Council Information Office of the People's Republic
of China, January 2018, “Arctic Policy of the Republic of Korea,” The Korea Maritime In-
stitute, and “Third Basic Plan on Ocean Policy,” Japan.
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technological innovation, environmental protection, resource utilization,
and development of shipping routes in the Arctic, and contribute to the
economic and social development of the Arctic, improve the living condi-
tions of the local people and strive for common development.

The three nations’ cooperation in the Arctic have gone beyond mere
scientific research, and expanded into diverse areas of arctic affairs includ-
ing the platforms of global governance, regional cooperation, and bilateral
and multilateral affairs, and such disciplines as scientific research, ecolog-
ical environment, climate change, economic development, and cultural ex-
changes. As important members of the international community, China,
South Korea, and Japan also have played a constructive role in the formu-
lation of arctic-related international rules and the development of its gov-
ernance system.

For the top level, recent policy statements by top leaders of the three
countries have all stressed the strategic and commercial value of the Arctic
and the imperative of stepped-up trilateral cooperation. In a joint statement
after the 7th trilateral summit meeting in May 2018, the top leaders of the
three nations declared that “we support the joint statement agreed at the
second China-ROK-Japan high-level dialogue on arctic affairs held in
Tokyo in June 2017, reaffirm the importance of trilateral arctic coopera-
tion, in particular collaboration in science and technology.”%”

In 2019, the three nations made clear that they would “strengthen co-
operation in economic, social and environmental affairs, highlight the im-
portance of cooperation on circular economy, resource efficiency,
agriculture, fishery, and arctic affairs, and continue to support and encour-
age joint efforts to meet such common challenges as ocean plastic waste,
air pollution, biodiversity loss, invasive alien species management, and
trans-boundary animal diseases.”%8

For the professional level, in 2016, China, South Korea and Japan

27 “Joint Declaration of the Seventh Trilateral Summit Meeting of China-ROK-Japan,” People’s
Daily, May 10, 2018, A3.

28 “The Trilateral Cooperation Vision for the Next Decade of China-ROK-Japan,” Xinhua
News Agency, December 24, 2019.
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launched the first high-level trilateral dialogues on arctic issues to pro-
mote exchanges on policies, practices, and experience regarding arctic
international cooperation, scientific research, and commercial coopera-
tion.2?

China, South Korea and Japan gathered in Tokyo to hold the Second
Trilateral High-Level Dialogue on the Arctic on June 8, 2017.3% The three
countries reconfirmed that scientific research presents the most promising
area for their joint activities and trilateral cooperative activities. The three
sides requested their experts to identify specific cooperative projects on
scientific research, such as cooperative research for environmental changes
in the Pacific side of the Arctic Ocean as a major contribution to the Pacific
Arctic Group (PAG), and Pan-Arctic Ocean observation project in the in-
ternational coordinated cruises in summer 2020 under Synoptic Arctic Sur-
vey (SAS), while taking note of the importance of continually exploring
trilateral cooperative activities with the uniqueness and strength of each
country in mind. They pledged their support and cooperation for the im-
plementation of the aforementioned activities on arctic science, and con-
firmed the importance of following up on these activities on a regular
basis.

The Third Trilateral High-Level Dialogue on the Arctic was held on
June 8, 2018 in Shanghai, China.3! They recognized the Trilateral High-
Level Dialogue on the Arctic as an important platform for deepening and
broadening cooperation on the Arctic among the three countries. They
continued to promote scientific research as priority for cooperation among
the three countries. The three countries supported the enhancement of
the exchange of information on arctic expeditions, and encouraged the
sharing of scientific data and further development of collaborative sur-

veys. The three countries valued the positive role of the Arctic Council,

29 “S.Korea, Japan, China Hold 1st High-level Talks on Arctic Affairs,” April 29, 2016, http:/
en.people.cn/n3/2016/0429/c90883-9051475.html.

30 “Joint Statement the Second Trilateral High-Level Dialogue on the Arctic,” Tokyo, June 8,
2017, https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjbxw/P020170614645306549315.pdf.

31 “Joint Statement the Third Trilateral High-Level Dialogue on the Arctic,” Shanghai, June 8,
2018, https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjbxw/t1567103.shtml.

A Shifting Northeast Asian Security Landscape and China-ROK-Japan Arctic Cooperation 73



especially in environmental protection and sustainable development in
the Arctic.

The Challenges of China-ROK-Japan Arctic Cooperation

China, South Korea, and Japan all depend on international trade, ship-
ping, and energy for their sustained economic growth. As extra-regional
actors with major interests in arctic affairs, Beijing, Tokyo, and Seoul share
similar policy positions as observers on the Arctic Council. At the same
time, the three economic powers also have inescapable competing views

and conflicts of interest in the arctic region.
Geopolitical Factor

The Korean Peninsula has been in a state of sub-stability, and the
United States and Russia have long been locked in strategic confronta-
tion. This unstable geopolitical situation will limit bilateral cooperation.
U.S. military presence, political influence, and regional alliance politics,
are constraining Tokyo’s and Seoul’s diplomacy vis-a-vis other regional
actors like Beijing and Moscow. There is also a serious lack of strategic
mutual trust between the three countries, which will inevitably bring ad-
verse effects on the closer cooperation between the three countries in

arctic affairs.
Rules Factor

In fact, participating in rule-making is a way for countries to protect
their own interests through legal means. Western countries have always
dominated the formulation of various international rules, using rules to
seek and serve their own legitimate interests. The three countries are all
extraterritorial countries in arctic affairs and have common interests and
aspirations, but there are also obvious competitive relations. How can the

three parties reach consensus on the formulation of arctic rules, seek com-
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mon ground while reserving differences, and increase the voice and lead-
ership of the three parties in the rule-making process? Cooperating with
each other to help the three countries to seek reasonable and legitimate
interests for themselves through rule-making should become the focus of

trilateral cooperation.

Industrial Competition Factor

China, South Korea and Japan are all major shipbuilding powers with
important ports along the planned shipping routes and growing demand
for energy. Therefore, there is a phenomenon of homogenized competition
among the three parties in participating in economic activities in the arctic
field. For example, in the process of using the arctic shipping routes, the
three countries all hope to develop a world-class shipbuilding industry.
They all focus on turning their ports into shipping hubs and actively par-
ticipate in energy cooperation with Russia. The high homogeneity of com-
petition among similar industries will put the three parties at a disadvantage
relative to the countries in the region, which in turn will reduce the com-

mon benefits of the three parties to the arctic countries.

Shipping Routes Factor

The three countries are all interested in the arctic shipping routes, es-
pecially the Northeast Routes (NSR), and there is an inevitable competitive
relationship in shipping route design, cooperation with countries along the
routes, and coastal port development. The shipping routes economy in-
volves the ability of the three parties to drive the country's economy and
even industrial development. If the three parties can cooperate to make
the shipping routes economy bigger and stronger, it will benefit the eco-

nomic development of all parties.
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Policy Recommendations for Trilateral
Arctic Cooperation

China, South Korea, and Japan are all important stakeholders in arctic
affairs. Geographically, three countries are all “Near-Arctic State,” the con-
tinental States that are closer to the arctic circle. Amid a shifting global
landscape and the coronavirus pandemic, Northeast Asia is also undergo-
ing profound changes, which requires higher levels of trilateral cooperation
in arctic affairs to provide further momentum for maintaining regional sta-

bility and harmony.

Taking Advantage of the Permanent Observer Status to
Promote International Cooperation

Gaining an observer status in the Arctic Council will be great oppor-
tunity to promote shared interests and cooperation in the Arctic. The three
countries should explore the best form and path for broader arctic coop-
eration with regional stakeholders and strengthen ties with the Arctic
Council, the most important multilateral institution in the region. The three
sides should lay the groundwork for establishing relations with the Arctic
Council and its Working Groups and Task Forces and for strengthening
bilateral or multilateral cooperation with various stakeholders in the Arctic
including its indigenous peoples.3% China, South Korea, and Japan should
step up the efforts to expand their bilateral and trilateral ties with arctic
countries like Russia, Canada, the United States, Norway, and Denmark,
and seek their support and cooperation on some of the most important is-

sues in the Arctic.

32 “Arctic Policy of the Republic of Korea,” The Korea Maritime Institute, www.kmi.re.kr.
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Focusing on Arctic Shipping Lane Development

China, South Korea, and Japan should work with all parties to build
a "Polar Silk Road" through developing the arctic shipping routes. The
three countries should cooperate more closely on developing arctic ship-
ping lanes and call for stronger international cooperation on infrastructure
construction and operation of the arctic routes. For example, they could
share icebreakers’ costs with Russia, conduct trial voyages, and help facil-
itate and operationalize arctic commercial shipping lanes. They should con-
duct joint feasibility studies and hydrologic investigations to ensure safe
and fast arctic trips. Moreover, they could also increase cooperation on
other matters related to arctic shipping lanes, such as circulation of items
used in shipping industry, opening of shipping exchanges, building facil-
ities for ship management, and construction of related industrial parks.
China, South Korea, and Japan could also participate in Russian port de-
velopment on its arctic coastline and increase technological exchanges to

reduce investment and operational risks.

Expanding Sister City Ties to Promote Greater Regional
Integration

The three countries should build a Northeast Asian city cluster based
on the existing sister city ties among Shanghai, Busan, Fukuoka, Osaka,
and Yokohama, and a number of sub-regional economic circles like the
Tumen River delta, Bohai Rim area, and Yellow Sea Rim area, which could
be incorporated into China’s Belt and Road initiative. Northeast Asian sister
cities must quicken their paces of internationalization and expand trade,
financial, and cultural ties as the three countries increase arctic coopera-

tion.
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Taking a People-centered Approach and Starting from
the Least Controversial Issues

Arctic cooperation should focus on the least contentious areas such
as science and technology, environmental protection, social progress. In-
centives should be provided to encourage more scholarly exchanges on
arctic science and technology. China, South Korea, and Japan should work
to strengthen personnel training and public awareness of the Arctic, sup-
port higher learning and research institutions to train professionals spe-
cialized in natural and social sciences on the Arctic, build science
popularization and education centers, and publish cultural products on the
Arctic to improve public knowledge. To improving its capacity in arctic
expedition and research, China, South Korea, and Japan should strengthen
the construction, maintenance and functions of research stations, vessels
and other supporting platforms in the Arctic, and promoting the building
of icebreakers for scientific purposes.33 China, South Korea, and Japan
should also increase scientific studies on environmental protection in the
Arctic and join hands in obtaining a greater say in arctic affairs.

The next decade will be a period of fundamental changes in the world
economy, science and technology, and industrial production. The best pol-
icy for China, South Korea, and Japan, three interdependent major
economies in a world of growing uncertainty and competition is more co-
ordination and cooperation. The Arctic could be a region where higher
levels of Northeast Asian cooperation and integration can set a new par-
adigm of sub-regional coordination in the service of regional stability and

prosperity.

33 “China's Arctic Policy,” The State Council Information Office of the People's Republic of
China, January 2018.
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Denuclearization of North Korea: A Phased
Approach to the Zone of Possible Agreement

Byong-Chul Lee
Kyungnam University’s Institute for Far Eastern Studies

Abstract

North Korean nuclear weapons have become the center of politics in
South Korea. For more than twenty years since the 1992 Joint Statement
on the Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula, the nuclear forces of
North Korea were fundamental to the strategic competition between
South and North Koreas. Until most recently, serious people even
debated whether complete nuclear abolition in North Korea could be
achieved, in particular since the summit meetings between Donald
Trump of the U.S. and Kim Jong-un of North Korea. It is now becoming
clear, however, that the denuclearization of North Korea must be much
harder than people expect, essentially because nuclear weapons remain
the ultimate instrument of keeping the Kim regime safe.

Over time, the North Korean nuclear arsenal appears to be aiming directly
at the United States, while posing serious threats to the security of the
U.S. In the event of some serious military conflicts in East Asia, there is a
real risk of nuclear use. Now it’s only a matter of time, according to the
North Korean state media, before the communist regime in Pyongyang
will become militarily and economically prosperous in the future. Most
recently, during a nighttime military parade in Pyongyang on October
10, 2020, North Korea displayed what appeared to be its largest
intercontinental ballistic missile ever. This poured cold water on the high
hopes that a diplomatic solution to the protracted North Korean nuclear
crisis has been on the horizon in wake of the historic summit meetings
in Singapore (2018) and Hanoi (2019). In addition, intermittent
dialogues between South and North Koreas are neither new nor unique
to the stalled negotiations over the denuclearization of North Korea.

The denuclearization of the peninsula is the final frontier to end the Cold
War and would be a paramount move to establish a geographical area
free from nuclear weapons in the region. The potential benefits in
struggling to achieve this gigantic goal far outweigh the challenges
involved. But one of the primary obstacles to deterring North Korea from
advancing its nuclear weapons program is a lack of trust between North
Korea and the U.S. Washington and Pyongyang (South Korea and China
included, if necessary) should reach an agreement on the definition of
‘denuclearization’ and intended goals of the denuclearization; the
backing and support for its realization is a critical step to ensure security
and promote peace and stability in the peninsula and beyond.

Key Words: North Korea, denuclearization, nuclear weapons, U.S.-North
Korea summit, ZOPA
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Introduction

In 2005, Thomas C. Schelling whose interest in game theory led him
to write important works on nuclear strategy and use the concept of the
tipping point to explain social problems, remarked: “the world has enjoyed
sixty years without nuclear weapons exploded in anger.”! In November
2017, however, North Korea announced that it had finally realized the
great historical mission of developing the state nuclear capacity.2 North
Korea’s announcement came after two months of crisis with the United
States led by President Donald J. Trump. In his bellicose first address to
the United Nations General Assembly, Trump threatened to totally destroy
North Korea. Fortunately, war did not break out. Nevertheless, there is
no doubt that North Korea’s nuclear weapons program represents one of
the biggest challenges facing the world.

For decades, conventional wisdom at home and abroad held that by
enduring years of economic sanctions and international isolation so as to
join the nuclear club, North Korea, the world’s ninth existing nuclear
power, would advance its nuclear weapons program over time, posing a
grave serious threat to security of South Korea as well as to security in the
East Asian region. Now it’s only a matter of time, according to the North
Korean state media, before the communist regime in Pyongyang will be-
come militarily and economically prosperous in the future, although the
nuclear status of North Korea is still debatable in that the status question
depends upon whom you ask. At the same time, many people argue that
it's naive to believe that a denuclearized Korean Peninsula was the dying

wish of both Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-il, because it’s obviously apparent

—

Thomas Schelling, “An Astonishing 60 Years: The Legacy of Hiroshima” (Nobel Lecture,
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PMC1458836.
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to see the “voluntary denuclearization” happening in Kim Jong-un’s life-
time, given the consequences of the 2018-19 summits between Kim and
Trump.

North Korea’s assertions were “vapid,” since North Koreans believed
what they wanted to believe. Outside observers are now forced to ask
themselves: other than the ongoing rise and fall of tensions, have the ben-
efits that stem from the possession of nuclear weapons been sufficient to
justify these kinds of sacrifices North Korea has made? What has North
Korea gained from prioritizing its troubled nuclear weapons program at
the expense of its economic development? Unfortunately, North Korea
has failed to achieve economic prosperity and instead only demonstrated
the power of nuclear weapons to deter the remote possibility of aggression
from the U.S. That said, North Korea has paid a much bigger price than it

expected to.

North Korea as a Fox in the Henhouse

Most recently, during a nighttime military parade in Pyongyang on
October 10, 2020, North Korea displayed what appeared to be its largest
intercontinental ballistic missile ever. This poured cold water on the high
hopes that a diplomatic solution to the protracted North Korean nuclear
crisis has been on the horizon in wake of the historic summit meetings in
Singapore (2018) and Hanoi (2019). Indeed, North Korean leader Kim
Jong-un expressed feelings of gratitude in his January 2019 New Year’s
address that the Singapore summit had marked a dramatic turn in the bi-
lateral relationship which had been the most hostile on the earth, saying
that the meeting had contributed greatly to the peace and security of the
Korean peninsula and the East Asian region.#

At the same time, the parade eventually debunked the myth that sanc-

4 “Kim Jong-un’s 2019 New Year Address” (National Committee on North Korea, January 1,
2019), accessed October 10, 2020, http://www.ncnk.org/resources/publications/kimjongun_
2019newyearaddress.pdf/fileview.
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tions could produce their expected results. Taking most North Korea
watchers at home and abroad by surprise in terms of the unexpected tim-
ing, the new ICBM appeared to be much larger than the communist
regime’s largest, previously disclosed long-range missile, the Hwasung-
15.5 While the Trump administration’s policy-makers who became the
laughing stock of the general public because of their intelligence ignorance
have been fond of talking about how there’s been “no nuclear war with
North Korea,”® the general public appears to be quite skeptical of the pos-
sibility of the actual implementation because of Mr. Trump’s personal in-
clination toward Kim.” Eventually, the young and fudgy Kim nuked the
surprisingly sanguine Trump administration as a wimp, and the regime,
upon making good on a threat to lift its temporary and self-imposed mora-
torium on nuclear and ICBM tests, has emerged as a fox in the Northeast
Asian henhouse.

Indeed, historically, the DPRK has notoriously reminded the world of
its presence by conducting nuclear tests and launching long-range multi-
stage rockets from time to time. With its planned long range rocket launch
dominating the headlines of the international media, the DPRK continued
to violated Security Council resolutions 1718(2006), 1874(2009), 2094
(2013), 2270(2016), 2321(2016), and 2371, 2375, 2397(all in 2017).8
Prior to the reality show-like-parade this time, North Korea launched the

Hwasong-15 in 2017, announcing that it would expand North Korea’s nu-

5 Sang-Hun Choe, “North Korea’s New Missile Is Bigger and More Powerful, Photos Suggest,”
November 30, 2017, accessed October 17, 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/30/
world/asia/north-korea-missile-test.html.

6 Joe Gould, “Trump, Biden Trade Barbs over North Korea’s Nukes,” October 22, 2020, ac-
cessed October 24, 2020, https://www.defensenews.com/congress/2020/10/22/trump-biden-
trade-barbs-over-north-koreas-nukes/.

7 In August 2019, for example, when asked to respond to a spate of North Korean missile
tests, Trump brushed them off, pointing out that the test of such short-range missiles is ‘very
standard” and that the U.S. had also conducted its own test. For more detail, see Alex Ward,
“North Korea Continues to Test Weapons. Trump Continues Not to Care,” August 15, 2019,
accessed October 2, 2020, https://www.vox.com/2019/8/15/ 20805205/north-korea-missile-
test-trump-kim.

8 Eleanor Albert, “What to Know about Sanctions on North Korea” (Council on Foreign Re-
lation, July 16, 2019), accessed October 22, 2020, https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/what-
know-about-sanctions-north-korea.
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clear program and continue launching satellites. The latest launches in May
2019 were already one of the violations that North Korea continued to
pursue aggressively to defy the United Nations resolutions. The KN-23
and KN-24, which reportedly employed solid-fuel technology, had been
tested to ranges of approximately 200 kilometers and 400 km,
respectively.? These missiles do not need to be fueled prior to launching
-- a process that usually takes several hours. This stands in contrast to the
liquid-fueled Hwasung-5 and Hwasung-6. Likewise, North Korea knows
how to exploit the weak points of the U.S-led sanctions carried out in the
name of the U.N., as evidenced by the fact that late in 2019, North Korea’s
expected “Christmas gift” of a nuclear or ICBM toward the U.S. homeland,
a threat that ultimately didn’t materialize, challenged the security of the
world. In addition, North Korea has been pursuing a submarine ballistic
missile capability. In October 2019, North Korea displayed the Pukkuk-
song-3 with a range of over 450 km from its original launch point, the
third farthest of North Korea’s Pukkuksong series of two-stage, solid-fu-
eled rockets. In the recent parade, North Korea showcased a submarine-
launched ballistic missile labeled as the Pukkuksong-4, in the hope that
the eminently concealable sea-launched version would be the miracle
weapon of the future. Exactly how the Kim regime plans to deploy any
such capability remains unknown.

In the meantime, it is certainly safe to say that adding new weapons
to the list would mean placing another burden on a stagnant, overbur-
dened economy considering that the absolute number of the people is
still suffering malnutrition and chronic hunger across the nation® and
many factories are lacking electricity, raw materials and export markets.
In particular, even though it is hard to tell whether the newly displayed

weapons would work perfectly or not, the military parade will likely ce-

9 For more, see Michael Elleman, “North Korea’s Newest Ballistic Missile: A Preliminary As-
sessment” (38NORTH, May 8, 2019), accessed October 20, 2020, https://www.38north.org/
2019/05/melleman050819/.

10 Benjamin Katzeff Silberstein, “North Korea’s Food Situation: Ban But Not Catastrophic”

(38NORTH, May 29, 2019), accessed October 20, 2020, https://www.38north.org/2019/05/
bkatzeffsilberstein052919/.
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ment the young dictator’s leadership over time, as the KCNA repeated
similar past statements that it would “depend on its nuclear deterrence
for self-defense, firmly protect its sovereignty, while dynamically push-
ing forward its development of space technology for peaceful purpose
and the industry of nuclear energy...”1 It is assumed that North Korea
is producing fissile material enough to make more than five nuclear
weapons per year. Its arsenal contains somewhere between 20 and 60
nuclear bombs.12 This indicates, as North Korean ambassador to the
United Nations, Kim Song, claimed on December 7, 2019, “We do not
need to have lengthy talks with the U.S. now and denuclearization is
already off the table,” meaning that the United States would inevitably
acknowledge North Korea’s nuclear status as a fait accompli over the
long run.

In making its case for pursuing its controversial status as a nuclear
state, North Korea has managed to avoid international isolation while
stressing that it has continued to develop its civilian nuclear program.
What North Korea has not acknowledged is the possibility that a lack of
confidence could spark insecurity and conflict in the East Asian region,
even if it's die-hard violations, poor transparency and doubtful work re-
lated to nuclear weapons have spurred the international community to
question the hostile regime’s claim. In short, it was obvious from the
start of the countless nuclear talks in the past that the communist regime
was determined to cheat the U.S. Indeed, Pyongyang has a long record
of deceiving the U.S. in one way or another. Washington has thus mon-
itored North Korea’s nuclear push in a variety of ways. In early October
2002, for example, President Bush sent James Kelly, Assistant Secretary
of State for East Asia and Pacific Affairs, to Pyongyang. Kelly reportedly
told the North Korean officials that the U.S. had convincing evidence of

North Korea’s highly enriched uranium program (HEUP) and demanded

11 “Anti-DPRK ‘Joint Statement’ of UNSC Rebuffed,” KCNA, May 6, 2012.

12 Si-young Choi, “NK Estimated to Possess Up to 60 Nuclear Bombs: US Army,” The Korea
Times, August 18, 2020, accessed October 14, 2020, http://www.koreaherald.com/
view.php?ud=20200818000729.
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its complete elimination. Dumbfounded by North Korea’s refusal, the
Bush administration took steps to “kill” the U.S.-North Korea Agreed
Framework, leading the North to resume its plutonium nuclear program
which had been suspended for eight years. Additionally, on October 7,
2002, the Bush administration sent three members of the U.S. intelli-
gence community (IC) to Seoul to brief the Kim Dae-jung government
on the American assessment of North Korea’s HEUP. The IC’s assess-
ment, in summary, was that: “...[It] was judged certain that North Korea
was constructing an underground highly enriched uranium (HEU) facility.
The location was not identified. North Korea had already obtained ma-
terials, including aluminum pipes, to make Pakistani-type centrifuges. If
the program proceeded smoothly, North Korea would be able to produce
enough highly enriched uranium to make two to three bombs a year by
the second half of 2004."13

Although some of the evidence presented by hardliners in the Bush
administration was exaggerated or logically weak, it has become evident
that North Korea possesses an already developed nuclear weapons pro-
gram.' According to the estimates conducted by David Albright and
Christina Walrond at the Institute for Science and International Security
(ISIS), North Korea could have had enough weapon-grade uranium
(WGU) for 0 to 11 nuclear weapons, given that about 20 kg of WGU
is needed to make one nuclear bomb.!> With regard to plutonium in-
ventory, according to the experts on the North’s nuclear arsenal, North

Korea seems to be able to make 6-18 nuclear weapons that are with

13 Lim, commonly known as an architect of the controversial Sunshine Policy for engagement
under the Kim Dae-jung government, fundamentally questioned the credibility of the U.S.
intelligence assessment. For more, see Dong-won Lim, “Speech at the Seminar Commem-
orating the Publication of the English Edition of Peacemaker” (Stanford University, May
18, 2012).

14 North Korea, on June 13, 2009, announced that “Enough success has been made in devel-
oping uranium enrichment technology to provide nuclear fuel to allow the experimental
procedure.” “DPRK Foreign Ministry Declares Strong Counter-Measures against UNSC
Resolution,” KCNA, June 13, 2009.

15 David Albright, “Challenges Posed by North Korea’s Weapon-Grade Uranium and Weapon-
Grade Plutonium: Current and Projected Stocks” (38NORTH, October 24, 2012), accessed
October 2, 2020, http://38north.org/2012/10/dalbright102312.
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34-36 kg1 Each weapon could contain two to five kg of plutonium. Un-
surprisingly, the boyish leader Kim Jong-un will likely use the same tactic
that led his father and grandfather to convince their people in poverty that
nuclear weapons are the best way to safeguard the broken regime. The
opponents of the Six-Party Talks thus claim that nuclear talks are of no
use in achieving the denuclearization of the peninsula. The time for denu-

clearization is at a premium, so to speak.

North Korea’s Denuclearization:
Deep, Tangled Roots

Intermittent dialogues between South and North Koreas are neither

new nor unique to the stalled negotiations over the denuclearization of
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Kim Il Sung tests Kim Jong Il tests
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Source: NTI, “Understanding North Korea's Missile Tests” (April 24, 2017), accessed October 5, 2020,

https://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/understanding-north-koreas-missile-tests/

16 DPRK'S total plutonium holdings are estimated to be 30 to 50 kg, enough for six to eight
nuclear bombs. The precise number would depend on the minimum amount of plutonium
needed for each device and on how much plutonium has already been used in the two nu-
clear tests. A consensus of experts holds that the 5-MWe reactor and the radiochemical
laboratory (reprocessing plant) at Yongbyon appear dormant, but could be reactivated in
future, and that the metal fuel rod fabrication building has been converted. For further in-
formation, see Sherzod R. Kurbanbekov, Seung Min Woo and Sunil S. Chirayath, “Analysis
of the DPRK'’s Nuclear Weapons Capabilities by Estimating Its Highly Enriched Uranium
Stockpile and Natural Uranium Reserves,” Science & Global Security, vol. 27, issue 2-3
(April 2019): 113-23.
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North Korea. The Kim Jong-un regime conducted four nuclear tests (in
2013, twice in 2016, and in 2017, respectively) as well as 93 ballistic mis-
sile tests from 2013 through 2017. The number of provocations by the
Kim regime has been sixty-three more than the tests conducted by grand-
father and father over the past thirty years. (For more detail, see the chart
below)

Previous South Korean governments, conservative or liberal, have
faced higher rates of on-and-off meetings and military conflicts for gen-
erations. A lot of IR scholars, policy analysts, and pundits have been work-
ing for almost as long to both characterize and address these “unique”
relations. And they are determined to leverage the denuclearization process
toward meaningful progress. If one good thing has come out of the U.S.-
North Korea negotiations, it may be that we finally have built the momen-
tum to achieve the denuclearization.

Since taking office as the 45th President of the United States in Jan-
uary 2017, Donald Trump has attempted both engagement and sanctions
in an effort to stop North Korea’s die-hard aspirations toward a nuclear
weapons capability. Despite aggressive rhetoric about North Korea’s con-
tinued military provocations in 2017, for example, the Trump administra-
tion’s official policy on North Korea was not necessarily aimed at regime
change, but rather sought to put “maximum pressure”17 on the hostile
regime of North Korea, in the hopes of getting the state to return to ne-
gotiations to remove its growing nuclear arsenal through engagement with
the North Korean regime, if and when the Kim Jong-un regime changes

its behavior.'® That was the outcome of a comprehensive policy review

17 Matthew Pennington, “Trump Strategy on NKorea: ‘Maximum Pressure and Engagement,””
AP, April 15, 2017. Many critics jokingly say that “maximum” pressure was by no means
maximum.

18 A senior white House official allegedly pointed out that “The administration’s priority is to
end the threat of a North Korean regime armed with nuclear weapons. That is our goal,
adding that “The national security interest of the United States in this case is the threat of
the regime to us and our allies in the region and so our focus is on that. If and when regime
change comes to the northern part of the peninsula, we’ll deal with that then, but for now
we are focused on the shorter-term threat.” Josh Rogin, “Trump’s Strategy North Korea
Policy Is “Maximum Pressure,” But Not ‘Regime Change,”” Reuters, April 15, 2017.
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the Trump White House completed three years ago. Apparently, the Trump
administration’s policy goal was “denuclearization,” not simply a halt or
freeze of some of North Korea’s tests or other illegal activities, which many
hawks often claim to be proven ineffective.

Meanwhile, on June 12, 2018, at the Singapore summit, Trump and
Kim agreed to four points: the two countries would establish new relations
“in accordance with the desire of the peoples of the two countries for
peace and prosperity”; they would “join their efforts to build a lasting and
stable peace regime on the Korean Peninsula”; they would reaffirm the
April 27, 2018 Panmunjom Declaration that followed the meeting between
Kim and South Korean President Moon; North Korea would commit to
“work toward complete denuclearization of the peninsula”; and Washing-
ton and Pyongyang “committed to recovering POW/MIA remains.” With
regard to the agreement, opponents of the Trump administration at home
and abroad did not hide their complaints,!® whereas President Trump said
it “largely solved” the North Korean nuclear crisis by asserting that “people
don’t realize the importance of the first meeting.” Trump maintained that
North Korea had agreed to denuclearization. Eight months later, on Feb-
ruary 27-28, 2019 in Hanoi, Vietnam, President Trump virtually rejected
the Singapore statement, without going into detail. Since then, Trump
would reiterate: “I'm in no rush. They're not testing nuclear. They’re not
testing anything.”

After three years of a zig-zagged approach to North Korea, the Trump
administration has eventually allowed the Kim regime to grow its nuclear
and missile capabilities qualitatively and quantitatively. In particular, after
the failure of the Hanoi summit in February 2019, North Korea not only
put on the front-burner its self-restrained moratorium on nuclear and
long-range-missile testing, but also restarted strengthening its nuclear

arsenal.20 In retrospect, it was the wrong prediction that the United States

19 Nicholas Kristof, “Trump Was Outfoxed in Singapore,” The New York Times, June 12,
2018.

20 Kim Jong-un declared North Korea’s nuclear deterrent complete in November 2017 and
now he is described as the man that got it all past the finish line. Shannon Tiezzi, “Ankit
Panda on Kim Jong Un and the Bomb,” The Diplomat, July 1, 2020.
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would be able to coerce the unpredictable regime into abandoning its nu-
clear weapons. Neither President Trump’s personal diplomacy nor a few
rounds of talks between the U.S. and North Korea nor inter-Korean sum-
mits between Moon Jae-in of South Korea and Kim Jong-un of North
Korea deterred Pyongyang. Fundamentally, it was unrealistic to demand
that North Korea should give up its absolute weapons first without the
U.S. taking simultaneous measures to guarantee the regime’s security in-
cluding bilateral diplomatic normalization. Instead, mentions of the Libya
deal as a model for North Korea’s own denuclearization - first by Trump’s
national security adviser, John R. Bolton, and then by Vice President Mike
Pence - were enough to draw threats of withdrawal from the Hanoi talks
by North Korea.

North Korea has not only continued but accelerated its nuclear devel-
opment, accumulating sufficient highly-enriched uranium and plutonium
that would be sufficient for approximately 20-60 nuclear weapons.2! Con-
sequently, as the communist regime makes major advances in its nuclear
capabilities, speculation has increased that the United States may be near-
ing the decision to conduct a military strike to disable North Korea’s nu-
clear program.22

Analysts and policymakers have offered various explanations for the
failure to make progress toward a negotiated resolution to the nuclear dis-
pute with North Korea.23 A survey of these explanations would draw at-
tention to a multitude of barriers to a nuclear agreement - decades of
hostility and estrangement, domestic politics on both sides, poor tactics,

and missed opportunities, to name a few. Indeed, U.S. tactics with respect

21 David Albright and Andrea Stricker, “U.S. and Allies Should Hold Out for Broad North Ko-
rean Declaration and Inspector Access” (Institute for Science and International Security,
October 11, 2018), 1-21.

22 Bob Woodward contended in his latest book “Rage” that “The Strategic Command in
Omaha had carefully reviewed and studied OPLAN 5027 for regime change to an attack
that could include the use of 80 nuclear weapons.” Bob Woodward, Rage (N.Y.: Simon &
Schuster, 2020), 74.

23 Ankit Panda and Vipin Narang, “The Hanoi Summit Was Doomed from the Start: North
Korea Was Never Going to Unilaterally Disarm,” Foreign Affairs (March 5, 2019), accessed
September 20, 2020, https://www foreignaffairs.com/articles/north-korea/2019-03-05/
hanoi-summit-was-doomed-start.
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to the North Korean nuclear negotiations became a major point of con-
tention in the 2016 U.S. presidential campaign, with candidate Hillary Clin-
ton stressing engagement and candidate Donald Trump emphasizing
sanctions and force.24

Amid this preoccupation with diplomatic processes - whether to offer
a bottom-line deal or a phased agreement, whether to seek a grand bargain
or a narrow understanding, whether to declare a deadline for talks or not,
whether to deal directly or through intermediaries, whether “front” or
“back” channels are more promising, whether a multilateral (six-party
talks) or bilateral U.S.-North Korea format would be better, and so on - a
more fundamental issue has become obscured: Is there any outcome to
the nuclear crisis upon which North Korea and the United States could
both agree? The inability of multiple international negotiators, via a variety
of diplomatic processes, to conclude a nuclear deal with North Korea raises
the possibility that no deal has been feasible over the course of the nego-

tiations, at least through the summer of 2018 in Singapore.

North Korean Nuclear Forces vs.
U.S. Nuclear Forces

The failure of the Trump administration to stop North Korea’s nuclear
advancement has eventually encouraged Kim and his risible courtier in Py-
ongyang to believe that North Korea could develop its nuclear activities,
without worrying about an effective and serious response from the U.S.,
and show off a new generation of mid-range