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PReFACe

This report is a product of cooperation between the Institute for Security 
and Development Policy (ISDP) and the Swedish Defence Research Agency 
(FOI). ISDP wants to express its gratitude to FOI for having been allowed to 
use work by Ingolf Kiesow during an earlier period, when he was employed 
as a researcher at FOI, namely: Ballistic Missile Defence in Asia (FOI-R—0095—
SE), written in 2001; Perspectives on North Korea’s nuclear and missile programs 
(FOI-R–1209–SE, written in 2002 (available at: http://www.foi.se); as well as 
Risk of War on the Korean Peninsula, which is a result of a cooperation project 
between ISDP and FOI, and soon to be published. 
 Dr. Sangsoo Lee has contributed Chapter 7 and acted as dialogue partner 
during the entire work process. Both authors of the present report draw upon 
their personal experiences of the Korean Peninsula. Ingolf Kiesow served as 
Swedish chargé d´affaires in Pyongyang for two terms (1979–82 and 1988) 
and as a side-accredited diplomat in Seoul during 1966–68. He has also made 
several visits to both countries since then. Sangsoo Lee is a citizen of the ROK 
and has lived most of his life in South Korea. Both authors have avoided rely-
ing only on their personal knowledge and have made efforts to use analy-
ses by well-known scholars, official documents, and also media reports for 
notable events.





INtRoDUCtIoN

The intention of this report is to show:

• How the results of decades of confidence-building measures on the 
Korean Peninsula were destroyed during 2008 and 2009; 

• How the underlying trends pulling North Korea and South Korea 
in different directions make unification increasingly difficult (and 
the rhetoric of such increasingly hollow); 

• How North Korea is becoming entrenched and contained militarily, 
politically, and economically and, therefore, does not assume sole 
responsibility for the destruction of confidence; 

• How this is playing into the hands of China’s ambition to keep 
North Korea as its “client” and as a convenient bastion against U.S. 
military presence in the Western Pacific; but also 

• How North Korea is constantly causing problems for China; and 
• How returning to systematic confidence building is absolutely nec-

essary for creating common security on the peninsula. 

 At the outset, one matter of terminology needs to be commented upon. 
The word confidence is used in this report in the same sense of the meaning as 
was applied to East–West relations during the Cold War, one that is slightly 
different from one of the definitions that, for instance, the Oxford Dictionary 
provides – that of firm trust. But this is not the way in which the term confi-
dence was used during the Cold War, when rather it was given the meaning 
of a feeling of reliance or certainty or a sense of self-reliance, boldness. Both the lat-
ter meanings are incidentally also listed by the Oxford Dictionary.
 This difference is important. Trust is basically more person-oriented. One 
can have trust in a person and also in the quality of a thing, like the strength 
of a rope, but not in the rope itself. Moreover, one can be confident in the 
belief that a person will act in a certain way – which may have good conse-
quences or bad consequences – but if one has trust in him, the expected con-
sequences can only be good. Used in this meaning, it is for instance correct to 
say that a certain clause in a draft treaty should not be included, because the 
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parties do not trust each other: they do not feel confident enough to rely on 
the proposed clause because they are afraid of each other’s intentions.
 It is, on the other hand, also possible to say that they do not necessarily 
have to trust each other to feel confident in a certain situation, for instance 
when an armistice agreement has been reached after a war. Such was gen-
erally the situation during the Cold War between East and West, with the 
confidence building process in Europe spanning a number of years. In other 
words, there was no trust between the parties but confidence was nonethe-
less certainly being built. The one side believed the other to be so afraid of 
the consequences of a nuclear war that it would abstain from the use of these 
weapons, and vice versa. There was, therefore, confidence that the other party 
would be wise enough not to commit any act that could mean “suicide” – but 
this did not mean they trusted each other. Rather they had confidence in the 
common security that they were building, in spite of their mutual distrust. 
 This is important, because in looking at a situation where confidence has 
been lost, it would be wrong to assume that since the parties do not trust 
each other, there is no use in trying to establish a confidence-building pro-
cess. On the contrary, it is precisely in such a situation that it is all the more 
necessary to initiate confidence building. Theoretically it may be argued that 
when there is not a balance (balance of power, military balance, etc.) between 
the parties, there is no need for confidence building. It is not unusual to hear 
statements along the lines of “It takes too much time and effort, when there 
are so many other pressing issues to take care of.” This is type of argument 
that may be heard from a superpower. For this reason, this report starts with 
a chapter on the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty and the Non-Proliferation 
Treaty negotiations and the practice of the Proliferation Security Initiative. 
It is intended to show that events in relations between North Korea and the 
other parties to the conflict on the Korean Peninsula have been, and are still 
today, of significant consequence so as to motivate efforts toward establish-
ing confidence building (and ultimately resolution of the conflict).
 Given the focus of this report on confidence building, and the lack thereof, 
there are two subjects, namely, human rights and the possibility of a collapse 
of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), which are otherwise 
important but which will not be dealt with in any great detail. Suffice to 
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say there are grievous deficiencies in the human rights situation in North 
Korea and, to a lesser extent, in South Korea. In South Korea, there are severe 
limitations to the right of free speech and freedom of the press in relation to 
expressing opinions that are favorable to the DPRK regime. The regime in 
North Korea is culpable of yet worse offences, and it regards every effort to 
discuss human rights as aimed at overthrowing the regime. Accordingly, it 
refuses to give any access to unbiased information about the state of affairs in 
the DPRK. It is true that human rights are an issue that needs to be dealt with 
if a really sustainable common security is to be achieved – but it is not of cen-
tral importance for the initial stages of confidence building. Therefore only 
some aspects of the issue which represent a problem in North–South rela-
tions, including with Japan, like the issue of abducted Japanese and South 
Korean citizens, will be mentioned. The eventuality of a North Korean col-
lapse is only touched upon in connection with analyzing the policies and 
intentions of its adversaries. Indeed, hampering any process of confidence 
building, the concept of a North Korean collapse is perceived in the North as 
propaganda aimed at the destruction of the DPRK. And while this is men-
tioned as an obstacle to confidence building, no effort is made here to analyze 
the probability or consequences of a collapse. This would obscure the focus 
of this report, which (again) is limited to the problem of confidence building.
 One particular problem has been the opaqueness of the DPRK and its 
unwillingness to disseminate reliable and sufficient information. This prob-
lem is aggravated by the negative and often aggressive attitude of Western 
analysts and media. In fact, misinterpretations often occur on both sides, 
which is also clearly discernable when reading North Korean media reports 
about the outside world. Personal observations about a country should 
always be collated with interviews of its citizens, but with North Korea this 
is rarely possible inside the country. Instead, the only way of gaining this 
information is through North Korean refugees residing in South Korea. It 
should be mentioned, however, that they live in a society which is in conflict 
with that of their country of origin and tend to share the negative attitudes 
of their new environment. It has nevertheless been extremely valuable to be 
able to interview North Koreans living in Seoul about collisions between 
their own social and cultural background and that of their new home in the 
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South. In that respect, and also concerning changes over time in the way that 
social and political regulations in the DPRK have functioned, their opinions 
have helped to shape some of the conclusions in this report. The interviews 
were made possible through the kind assistance of staff members of Seoul 
National University, who also offered their assistance in other areas. Spe-
cial thanks must go to Dr. Philo Kim, Associate Research Professor of the 
Institute for Peace and Unification Studies (IPUS), and to Professor Woosik 
Moon, Director of the EU Center of the Seoul National University.
 An eminent source for comparisons based on personal experience of the 
DPRK has been the book North of the DMZ by Andrei Lankov, who lived for 
several years in the country and is fluent in the language. For a history of the 
Peninsula, Don Oberdorfer’s classic The Two Koreas has been of great assis-
tance. For the history of the Korean War and the roles of the Soviet Union 
and China, John Lewis Gaddis’ We Now Know: Rethinking Cold War History 
and Vojtech Mastny’s The Cold War and Soviet Insecurity have provided valu-
able insights into the documentation that has become available after the end 
of the Cold War. Kim Chol U’s Army-Centred Politics of Kim Jong-il has been a 
rare source of insight into North Korean strategic thinking. Michael Mazarr’s 
North Korea and the Bomb has provided background facts on the nuclear issue. 
The Kaesong Industrial Complex by Lim Eul-chul has been of great use, and he 
has also been kind enough to spend some time on explanations and inter-
views for which he receives our gratitude. Many others ought to be men-
tioned and they all appear in the footnotes to this report.
 Finally, our special thanks must go to Mr. Alec Forss for his work to make 
this report linguistically acceptable. 



the INteRNAtIoNAL CoNtext

The importance of peace and the issue of nuclear weapons on the Korean 
Peninsula is not limited to the region of Northeast Asia. It is a problem of 
global importance. Indeed, it is directly linked to the question of replacing 
the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) and a forthcoming review of 
the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). It has also been the main reason behind 
U.S. efforts to create a functioning Proliferation Security Initiative (PSI). In 
sum, the nuclear issue on the Korean Peninsula raises fundamental questions 
about disarmament.

the Strategic Arms Reduction treaty (StARt)

In October 2009, U.S. President Barack Obama was awarded the Nobel Peace 
Prize by the Norwegian Nobel Committee “for his extraordinary efforts to 
strengthen international diplomacy and cooperation between peoples.”1 
The honor bestowed upon him highlighted his efforts to strengthen interna-
tional diplomacy, and the new climate of dialogue and negotiation that he is 
promoting.
 One of the most important efforts that Barack Obama is pursuing con-
cerns nuclear disarmament. He has agreed with Russian President Dmitry 
Medvedev on an outline for a new treaty to replace the 1991 Strategic Arms 
Reduction Treaty (START I), which expired on December 5, 2009, and which 
reduces the number of nuclear warheads that each side is permitted.2 More-
over, START I was followed by START II in 1993, which called for an even 
greater reduced level of nuclear warheads.3

1  “Nobel Laureates 2009,” Nobelprize.org, http://nobelprize.org (accessed Octo-
ber 20, 2009).
2  “US and Russia agree nuclear cuts,” BBC News, July 6, 2009, http://news.bbc.
co.uk/2/hi/europe/8136918.stm (accessed October 14, 2009).
3  “Weapons of Mass Destruction,” “Strategic Arms Reduction treaty (START II),” 
Federation of American Scientists, http://www.fas.org/nuke/control/start2/index.
html (accessed October 20, 2009).
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 President Obama has also pledged to pursue a number of nuclear disar-
mament efforts, all with the goal of eventually eradicating the world’s nuclear 
arsenals, an attitude which goes against that of his predecessor George W. 
Bush. These disarmament efforts include a successful review of the Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT) and ratifying the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty 
(CTBT), as well as an ongoing effort within the UN Conference on Disarma-
ment to complete a Fissile Material Cut-off Treaty (FTCT).4 
 North Korea figures centrally in the issue of disarmament as it poses a 
significant problem to the NPT, and there is a connection between the START 
negotiations and the NPT Review, which will be discussed later.
 From December 5, 2009, START I can theoretically be prolonged for suc-
cessive five-year periods by agreement among the parties; but the real step 
forward that Obama has valued so highly lies in the further reduction of the 
number of nuclear weapons possessed by Russia and the United States, and 
the symbolic value thereof.5 U.S.–Russian relations have become so strained 
over the last decade that it is important to make headway in lessening these 
tensions. It is also important for the prospects of further success in efforts 
regarding the NPT, CTBT, and FTCT. During a meeting in Moscow President 
Medvedev and President Obama signed a “joint understanding” that would 
effectuate reductions of deployed nuclear warheads to below 1,700 for each 
side within seven years of a new treaty. The numbers that are now permitted 
in START II are 3,800–4,250 each. 
 It is worth mentioning that even with the next step in the new treaty the 
number of weapons permitted for each side would be more than sufficient to 
destroy the other side completely.6 Therefore, it can only represent one step 
forward on what will be a longer road to a nuclear-free world.
 There is, moreover, not unreserved praise for Obama’s vision of a nuclear-
free world everywhere. No less a figure than U.S. Secretary of Defense Rob-
ert Gates has highlighted the continuing need for nuclear weapons in the 

4  Mark Hirschboeck, “Obama’s vision of non-proliferation,” Centrum für ange-
wandte Politikforschung, http://www.cap-lmu.de/aktuell/positionen/2009/non-pro 
liferation.php (accessed October 20, 2009).
5  “Weapons of Mass Destruction,” “Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START 
II).”
6  “US and Russia agree nuclear cuts,” BBC World, July 6, 2009. 
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emerging security environment for the United States as well as its friends 
and allies.7 “Here our arsenal plays an irreplaceable role in reducing 
proliferation.”8

 How the United States can make its allies and friends believe that “an 
attack on one is an attack on all,” as Barack Obama said quoting NATO’s 
Article V, is a serious problem. This is directly connected to the question of 
non-proliferation. As long as there are states like North Korea that insist on 
having a nuclear arsenal and have previously shown a clear will to attack 
neighbors, nuclear proliferation represents an obstacle that stands in the way 
of complete nuclear disarmament, a view which is widespread view in the 
United States, South Korea, and Japan. 
 President Obama has recognized that nuclear disarmament “will not be 
reached quickly – perhaps not in my lifetime. It will take patience and per-
sistence. But now we, too, must ignore the voices who tell us that the world 
cannot change.”9

 Reality on the Korean Peninsula is such that one obstacle that necessar-
ily needs to be overcome on the road to this noble objective is the lack of 
confidence that has increased remarkably between North Korea and South 
Korea and the United States. Lack of confidence makes it impossible for the 
time being to even keep North Korea as a functioning party to the NPT. The 
reason is that North Korea fears both South Korean efforts to achieve regime 
change in the North, and also the U.S. “extended nuclear umbrella” over 
South Korea.

7  Joseph F. Pilat, “Nonproliferation, Arms Control and Disarmament, and 
Extended Deterrence in the New Security Environment,” Strategic Insights, Vol. 8, 
No. 4 (September 2009), http://www.nps.edu/Academics/centers/ccc/publications/
OnlineJournal/2009/sep/pilatSep09.pdf (accessed October 20, 2009).
8  Robert Gates, “Nuclear Weapons and Deterrence in the 21st Century,” Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, October 28, 2008; quoted in ibid.
9  The White House, Office of the Press Secretary, “Remarks by President Barack 
Obama,” Hradcany Square, Prague, Czech Republic, April 5, 2009, http://www.white 
house.gov/the_press_office/Remarks-By-President-Barack-Obama-In-Prague- 
As-Delivered (accessed October 20, 2009).
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the Non-Proliferation treaty (NPt)

history

The NPT was signed in 1968 and represents the only binding commitment 
in a multilateral treaty to the goal of disarmament by the nuclear-weapon 
states. It went into force in 1970. Originally it had a limited duration of 25 
years, but at a review conference it was extended “indefinitely” in 1995. At 
present, 190 states have deposited their instruments of ratification. The NPT 
divides the parties to the treaty into two groups: those that tested nuclear 
weapons before 1968 and those that did not. The nuclear-weapon states in the 
treaty, often called the “haves,” comprise of China, France, Russia (then the 
Soviet Union), the United Kingdom, and the United States. They are allowed 
– temporarily – to maintain their nuclear status.10 The non-nuclear-weapon 
states are often called the ”have-nots.” The treaty aims at creating a balance 
between the interests of the ”haves” and those of the ”have-nots.” The result 
is officially called the three pillars, namely:

• Disarmament of countries currently possessing nuclear weapons;
• Non-proliferation to countries not yet in possession; and
• The peaceful use of nuclear energy for all.11

Structure and Problems

According to Article VIII of the NPT, a Review Conference shall be arranged 
every five years and, at the time of writing, the next such conference will take 
place from May 3–28, 2010, in New York. The Review Conference in 2005 
failed to reach agreement about any text. 

10  United Nations Office of Disarmament Affairs, “Treaty on the non-proliferation 
of nuclear weapons (NPT),” http://www.un.org/disarmament/WMD/Nuclear/NPT.
shtml (accessed October 20, 2009).
11  United Nations, Department of Public Information, News and Media Divi-
sion, “Historic Summit of Security Council Pledges Support for Progress on Stalled 
Efforts to End Nuclear Weapons Proliferation,” Security Council 6191st Meeting 
(AM), SC/9746, September 24, 2009, http://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/2009/
sc9746.doc.htm (accessed October 20, 2009).
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 Each Review Conference is preceded by three preparatory meetings. The 
third preparatory committee meeting before the 2010 Review Conference 
was held in May 2009 and it also failed to agree on any recommendations,12 
one of them being disagreement about the interpretation of the right to leave 
the treaty, according to Article X.1, which reads:

Each Party shall in exercising its national sovereignty have the right 
to withdraw from the Treaty if it decides that extraordinary events, 
related to the subject matter of this Treaty, have jeopardized the 
supreme interests of its country. It shall give notice of such with-
drawal to all other parties to the Treaty and to the United Nations 
Security Council three months in advance. Such notice shall include 
a statement of the extraordinary events it regards as having jeopar-
dized its supreme interests.

 There has been much debate over the grounds on which a country may 
withdraw from the treaty, and whether the United Nations Security Coun-
cil has the right to oppose the reason given for that country’s withdrawal.13 
North Korea originally stayed away from the treaty but later ratified it in 
1985; it announced its withdrawal from the treaty in 1993 before rescinding 
its decision and remaining a party. In 2003, North Korea again announced its 
withdrawal but this time fully withdrew, and in 2006 it carried out its first 
nuclear test explosion. The countries most concerned with the need for non-
proliferation, basically the “Western“ oriented countries including the mem-
bers of NATO, Japan, and South Korea, have argued that North Korea’s deci-
sion to withdraw was done without valid reason, since there did not exist any 
threat to North Korea. According to this view, a party to the treaty is not enti-
tled to leave it only because it has the ambition to become a nuclear-weapon 
state. The question is a serious one, since it also concerns the possibility that 

12  The Acronym Institute, “The Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty and the Inter-
national Atomic Energy Agency,” http://www.acronym.org.uk/npt/index.htm 
(accessed October 20, 2009).
13  See, for instance, Jenny Nielsen and John Simpson, “The NPT Withdrawal 
Clause and its Negotiating History,” Mountbatten Centre for International Studies, 
MCIS NPT Issue Review (July 2004), http://www.mcis.sotan.ac.uk (accessed October 
20, 2009).



Ingolf Kiesow18

Iran, which is suspected of having such ambitions, may see the North Korean 
withdrawal as setting a precedent and thus may also leave the treaty.14 
 Other countries, mostly members of the Non-Aligned Movement, have 
argued that the nuclear-weapon states have not fulfilled their obligations 
to seriously work toward disarmament and that, therefore, the obligations 
to stay within it cannot be interpreted according to the same strict stan-
dards as when the treaty was written. They have also argued that the lack of 
movement toward nuclear disarmament presages a permanent “apartheid” 
between nuclear “haves” and have-nots.”

Questions of Legitimacy and outsiders

The status of the treaty was weakened already from the start by the fact 
that several states with nuclear weapons, or with ambitions to acquire 
them, refused to sign it. When the situation had stabilized, only four states 
remained states of concern, namely, India, Israel, North Korea, and Pakistan. 
While Israel has never revealed whether it possesses nuclear weapons or not, 
in 1998 both India and Pakistan carried out test explosions of devices that 
were explicitly called nuclear weapons. After North Korea (which had rati-
fied the treaty in 1985) left the treaty in the way that it did, the credibility 
and authority of the NPT as an international standard was questioned in a 
growing number of countries. This has in fact become a matter of permanent 
concern for the UN secretary-general.15

 The possibility that Iran follows North Korea’s example and decides to 
leave the NPT is seen as an even more dangerous risk. Iran is geographi-
cally close to Europe, and its leaders have a tendency to depict themselves 
as prominent enemies of the values that Europe represents. Furthermore, 

14  Jane A. Morse, “The NPT: History’s Most Successful Non-Proliferation Treaty,” 
http://www.fas.org/nuke/coltrol/npt/news/941107-366788.htm (accessed October 20, 
2009).
15  UN Office of the Spokesperson for the Secretary General, “Secretary-Gener-
al’s lecture at Princeton University,” November 28, 2006, http://www.un.org/apps/
sg/sgstats.asp?nid=2330 (accessed October 20, 2009); UN Office for Disarmament 
Affairs, “UN Secretary-General’s Remarks to the Third Session of the Preparatory 
Committee for the 2010 NPT Review Conference,” May 4, 2009, http://www.unrcpd.
org.np/news-updates/news.php?nid=22 (accessed October 20, 2009).
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Iran is suspected of using its nuclear energy program for developing nuclear 
weapons, an accusation that it has not been able to refute to the satisfaction 
of the rest of the world. To the contrary, the inspections that have been made 
by the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) have found Iran’s expla-
nations to be wanting. According to Article III of the NPT, each non-nuclear 
state undertakes to accept safeguards and to conclude agreements with the 
IAEA about the procedures “with a view to preventing diversion of nuclear 
energy from peaceful uses to nuclear weapons or other explosive devices.” 
Iran concluded such an agreement with the IAEA in 1974. 

Iran

In 2002, the IAEA began investigating allegations that Iran had conducted 
clandestine nuclear activities, and subsequently reported that Iran had vio-
lated the safeguard agreement. While it was not possible to ascertain that 
Iran had in fact pursued the development of nuclear weapons, it was also not 
possible to conclude that this was not the case. Therefore, the IAEA referred 
the matter to the UN Security Council, which in the following years adopted 
five resolutions on Iran’s nuclear activities. The activities that are of greatest 
concern revolve around a gas centrifuge uranium enrichment facility and the 
construction of a reactor moderated by heavy water.16 The resolutions of the 
Security Council have not helped to obtain clarification from Iran, however, 
nor did it help that Iran accepted to conduct talks with a group of representa-
tives of the United States, France, Germany, Britain, China, and Russia.17 The 
talks ended with the EU’s foreign representative, Xavier Solana, leading a 
small team in long negotiations. The IAEA finally drew the conclusion from 
all available evidence that there is a “high probability” that Iran had been 
working to develop nuclear weapons.18 While the countries of the EU are 

16  Paul K. Kerr, “Iran’s Nuclear Program: Tehran’s Compliance with International 
Obligations,” Congressional Research Service, CRS Report for Congress, 7-5700, 
December 23, 2009, http://fas.org/sgp/crs/nuke/R40094.pdf (accessed October 20, 
2009).
17  Reuters, “EU says Iran nuclear talks to take place in Turkey,” Haaretz.com, 
September 15, 2009, http://www.haaretz.com/hasen/spages/1114703.html (accessed 
October 20, 2009).
18  “EU, US worst fears: Iran may be building nuclear weapons,” New Europe, 
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seriously concerned, Israel has even more reason to fear the consequences 
of possible Iranian nuclear weapons, since Iran’s leaders have declared that 
they do not accept Israel’s right to exist as a country. Israel, for its part, has 
demonstrated its capability of carrying out an air strike against a nuclear 
facility in Syria, and rumors about Israeli intentions to attack one or several 
Iranian facilities have circulated since the IAEA announcement.19 Iran is obvi-
ously concerned about this possibility as in August 2009 it proposed at the 
annual meeting of the IAEA General Conference in Vienna that a 150-nation 
conference be held to ban armed attacks against nuclear installations any-
where, a proposal that was not accepted by the conference.20 The matter is 
further complicated by partly substantiated suspicions that Iran and North 
Korea are cooperating in their research on nuclear and missile technology for 
weapons-building purposes.21

 The concerns described above caused President Obama to call for the 
“Historic Summit of the Security Council on Stalled Efforts to End Nuclear 
Weapons Proliferation” in September 2009. The Council adopted resolution 
1887 (2009) with 14 heads of state and government present. The Council 
“pledged its backing…for broad progress on long-stalled efforts to staunch 
the proliferation of nuclear weapons and ensure reductions in existing weap-
ons stockpiles as well as control of fissile material.”22 President Obama said 
in his opening remarks that he pledged that the United States would host a 
Summit in early 2010 and pursue deeper cuts in its nuclear arsenal, as well 
as agreements with the Russian Federation towards the total elimination 
of nuclear weapons. He said the resolution also emphasized the Council’s 

September 13, 2009, http://www.neurope.eu/articles/96099.php (accessed October 
15, 2009).
19  Anthony H. Cordesman, “The Iran Attack Plan” The Wall Street Journal, Septem-
ber 25, 2009, http://online.wsj.com/article/SB1000142405297020451850457441881380
6271306.html
20  George Jahn, “Hands off N-facilities, Iran says,” Associated Press, September 
13, 2009, http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_qn4188/is_20090813/ai_n32442880/
21  See, for instance, Bret Stephens, ”The Axis of Evil, Again,” The Wall Street Jour-
nal, June 2, 2009, http://online.wsj.com/article/SB124389849589874347.html
22  United Nations, Department of Public Information, News and Media Divi-
sion, “Historic Summit of Security Council Pledges Support for Progress on Stalled 
Efforts to End Nuclear Weapons Proliferation.” 
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authority to respond to violations of its resolutions, including those of Iran 
and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea.23 

North Korea

History

Obviously Iran and North Korea will be the subjects of much attention dur-
ing the 2010 NPT Review Conference. Given the focus on North Korea in this 
report, it is necessary to first take a closer look into the history behind the 
latter’s efforts to acquire nuclear weapons.
 According to some sources, North Korea’s nuclear weapons program was 
initiated already during the early 1960s, while the civil nuclear energy pro-
gram began as early as the 1950s. Although the nuclear weapons program 
did not attract much attention before the 1980s, a number of circumstances 
seem to indicate that a military nuclear program may have been pursued 
parallel to the development of the civil nuclear program. There are some 
indications that during the 1980s North Korea had contacts with Pakistan 
regarding nuclear technology. In 1999, a high-ranking North Korean deserter 
revealed in an interview that North Korea had such a nuclear program.
 Initially, North Korea was thought only to be using plutonium as fissile 
material. Since 2002, however, some North Korean officials have declared that 
uranium has also been used, which would mean that two different methods 
are being tried at the same time. There have also been other indicators that 
this may actually be the case.24

 During the latter part of the 1980s, North Korea began to evade its obliga-
tions under the IAEA treaty, using as an excuse the fact that the United States 
did not allow inspections of its military facilities in South Korea, which were 
said to have been a precondition for North Korea’s adherence to the treaty.25 
The United States accepted holding a “nuclear weapons conference” with 
North Korea, but it was a difficult meeting with little real exchange of infor-
mation. However, North Korea did finally accept the signing of a safeguards 

23  Ibid.
24  Lars Wigg and John Rydqvist, PM angående Nordkoreas kärnvapenprogram (Stock-
holm: Swedish Defence Research Agency, 2002).
25  Ibid., p. 56.
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accord with the IAEA in January 1992, covering all nuclear facilities. In May 
1992, the director of the IAEA, Hans Blix, was allowed to inspect a 200-mega-
watt power plant construction site at Taechon, uranium ore plants in Pak-
chon and Pyongsan, and research centers in Pyongyang. Suspicions about 
the unauthorized handling and possible production of weapons-grade plu-
tonium subsequently led to IAEA demands for special inspections, which 
North Korea refused. 

North Korea and the first NPT Withdrawal Crisis

On March 12, 1993, North Korea issued a statement claiming that U.S. nuclear 
weapons had not been withdrawn from the Korean Peninsula and that the 
IAEA had “become a tool of American diplomacy.” It declared its withdrawal 
from the NPT.26 The withdrawal became effective after ninety days, accord-
ing to the provisions of the treaty. There were also signs that North Korea 
was preparing for a fuel replacement of the Yongbyon reactor immediately 
after June 12, when its obligations according to the NPT were no longer valid. 
That would amount to acquiring some 50 tons of spent uranium fuel ripe 
with plutonium by-products.27 A sense of urgency was created in the United 
States and South Korea.
 The situation remained fluid during the fall of 1993. North Korean forces 
were reported to be building up military strength on the demarcation line. 
Serious planning for war was initiated in Washington and resulted inter alia 
in a report based on a Pentagon computer simulation showing that North 
Korea would be able win a war against South Korea too quickly for U.S. rein-
forcements to arrive in time.28 That conclusion was not accepted as reliable, 
but certainly, it was taken seriously as an indication of how costly a war on 
the Korean Peninsula would become. Some circles in the United States began 
to accept the idea of living with a North Korea that had one or two nuclear 
weapons.29 The possibility of pursuing a pre-emptive strike at the Yongbyon 
facility taking it out of action was discussed, but such a move was regarded 

26  Ibid., p. 104.
27  Ibid., p. 118.
28  Ibid., p. 143.
29  Ibid., p. 150.
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as too risky as nuclear contamination could be carried by the winds to the 
neighboring countries of China and South Korea.
 By June 1, 1994, the IAEA reported that 60 per cent of the Yongbyon reac-
tor’s eight thousand fuel rods had been removed and that the defueling con-
tinued apace.30 Both North Korea and South Korea began calling up their 
military reserves, and President Bill Clinton gathered officials at the White 
House for discussions about options for reinforcing the U.S. military pres-
ence in Northeast Asia.31

 A telephone call interrupted the discussions in the White House. Ex-Pres-
ident Jimmy Carter, who had been able to obtain an invitation from Kim 
Il-sung to visit Pyongyang and who had been permitted to go by Vice-Presi-
dent Al Gore, reported over the telephone from Pyongyang that he had been 
made an offer by the North Korean leader Kim Il-sung. According to Carter, 
North Korea would remain in the NPT and freeze its nuclear weapons pro-
gram in exchange for a package of benefits, which was very much similar to 
what had already been offered in separate contexts.32 The deal was agreed 
upon in principle and it was left to negotiators in Geneva to hammer out the 
details.33 

The Agreed Framework

The negotiations in Geneva based on the Carter–Kim agreement had only 
been initiated when Kim Il-sung suddenly died on July 8, 1994. Much uncer-
tainty followed as to whether his son and his entourage would feel bound by 
the agreement with Carter. It appeared that they did, and on October 16 the 
Agreed Framework between the United States and North Korea was initialed 
in Geneva by the delegations from the United States and North Korea.34 

30  Ibid., p. 158.
31  Ibid., p. 161.
32  Michael J. Mazarr, North Korea and the Bomb: A Case Study in Nonproliferation 
(London: Macmillan, 1997), p. 163.
33  Don Oberdorfer, The Two Koreas: A Contemporary History (New York: Basic 
Books, 2001), p. 332.
34  The text of the Agreed Framework can be found in “Agreed Framework of the 
21 October 1994 Between the United States of America and the Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea,” International Atomic Energy Agency Information Circular, 
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 The main elements of the Agreed Framework have been summarized as 
follows by Don Oberdorfer (headings added):

Light water reactors (LWR)
The United States would organize an international consortium to 
provide light-water reactors, with a total generating capacity of 2,000 
megawatts, by a target date of 2003.

Freeing of the nuclear program
In return, North Korea would freeze all activity on its existing nuclear 
reactors and related facilities, and permit them to be continuously 
monitored by IAEA inspectors. The eight thousand fuel rods unloaded 
from the first reactor would be shipped out of the country.

IAEA special inspections
North Korea would come into full compliance with the IAEA – which 
meant accepting the “special inspections” before the delivery of key 
nuclear components of the LWR project estimated to be within five 
years. The DPRK´s existing nuclear facilities would be completely 
dismantled by the time the LWR project was completed, estimated in 
ten years.

Shipments of fuel oil
The United States would arrange to supply 500,000 tons of heavy fuel 
annually to make up for energy forgone by North Korea before the 
LWRs came into operation.

Trade, relations and guarantees
The two states would reduce existing barriers to trade and invest-
ment and open diplomatic liaison offices in each other’s capitals as 
initial steps toward full normalisation of relations. The United States 
would provide formal assurances against the threat or use of nuclear 
weapons against North Korea.

INFCIRC/457, November 2, 1994, http://www.iaea.org/Publications/Documents/ 
Infcircs/Others/infcirc457.pdf (accessed October 20, 2009).
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North–South Dialogue
North Korea would implement the 1991 North–South joint declara-
tion on the demilitarisation of the Korean peninsula and re-engage in 
the North–South dialogue.35 

Non-Implementation of the Agreed Framework

By August 2003, most of what had been promised in the Agreed Framework 
by the two sides had not materialized. A consortium had been formed, called 
the Korean Peninsula Energy Development Organization (KEDO), between 
the United States, Japan, and South Korea to provide North Korea with light 
water reactors, but North Korea refused – as it had said it would – to accept 
that the reactors were explicitly specified to be of South Korean design and 
produce. Furthermore, the target date for delivery had already expired. 
North Korea, for its part, had not allowed full inspections – referring to non-
fulfillment by the U.S. side. The fuel rods had been canned, but they had not 
been shipped out of North Korea since no LWR had been delivered. Also, for 
the same reason, North Korea’s nuclear facilities had not been dismantled. 
 Due to “financial difficulties” KEDO only rarely delivered the annual 
500,000 tons of heavy fuel oil specified; most years only a minor fraction of 
that commitment was fulfilled, and in 2003 no oil was delivered at all. The 
United States had not reduced the trade barriers to trade with North Korea 
and had not issued any formal assurance against the use of nuclear weapons 
against North Korea. Furthermore, there was no U.S. diplomatic liaison office 
in Pyongyang and no such North Korean office in Washington. The upshot of 
all this was that no demilitarization of the Korean Peninsula occurred.

the Proliferation Security Initiative (PSI)

Neither treaty nor Agreement

For many reasons, it is likely that the matter of the Proliferation Security 
Initiative (PSI) will be on the agenda for the Review Conference of the NPT 
in May 2010. Suspicions in the United States and Asia about North Korea 

35  Oberdorfer, The Two Koreas, p. 357.
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secretly exporting both technology and material for constructing nuclear 
weapons motivated the U.S. to start building up the PSI as a mechanism for 
detecting and impeding such efforts. In Resolution 1887 (2009) the Security 
Council of the United Nations declares

its resolve to monitor closely any situations involving the prolifer-
ation of nuclear weapons, their means of delivery or related mate-
rial, including to or by non-state actors as they are defined … and, as 
appropriate, to take such measures as may be necessary to ensure the 
maintenance of international peace and security.36

 President Obama mentioned in his opening remarks to the debate in the 
Security Council on the resolution that it was intended to strengthen insti-
tutions and initiatives aimed at battling trafficking in proliferation-sensitive 
materials. If the PSI is to have the intended effect, it must be strengthened in 
a way that gives it legitimacy in international law, something which it is lack-
ing in its present form. The PSI is a U.S. initiative and grew out of the U.S. 
government’s implementation of its national strategy to combat weapons of 
mass destruction (WMD). It is intended as a “gap filler” in the Missile Tech-
nology Control Regime (MTCR), which consists of 35 countries in possession 
of the relevant technology to possess WMD. The PSI aims to stop the further 
spread from countries inside or outside the MTCR regime of technological 
parts to those countries external to the regime that possess other parts of 
WMD technology, thus enabling them to develop and actually deploy WMD. 
The PSI aims to control the spread by means of interdiction. 
 The initiative was originally proposed by U.S. President George W. Bush 
at a meeting of the G8 in Kananaskis, Canada in June 2002. A meeting was 
further held in Madrid in June 2003 between mid to senior-level officials from 
the eleven maritime nations Australia, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the 
Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Spain, the United Kingdom, and the United 
States. At the meeting a proposal was discussed which had been formu-
lated by the U.S. Undersecretary of State for Arms Control and International 

36 United Nations Security Council Resolution 1887, http://www.un.org/News/
Press/docs/2009/sc9746.doc.htm (accessed April 6, 2009).
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Security John Bolton to search planes and ships carrying suspect cargo and 
to “seize illegal weapons or missile technologies.” At a conference in Bris-
bane in the same year the eleven nations agreed to interdict the movement of 
WMDs, missiles, or related materials and equipment by sea, air, or on land.
 It was – and remains – unclear whether the PSI will use existing interna-
tional law, or whether there will be attempts to change international law to 
accommodate it. The United States and Australia tried to make the group push 
for “set[ting] up some other structure outside the formal system,” and John 
Bolton said: “What we do not believe, however, is that the Security Council 
can grant the authority we need.”37 The initiative developed in another way, 
however. A bureau in the U.S. State Department has since been charged with 
handling the coordination of PSI participants, who have accepted principles 

to establish a more coordinated and effective basis through which to 
impede and stop shipments of WMD, delivery systems, and related 
materials flowing to and from states and non-state actors of prolifera-
tion concern, consistent with national legal authorities and relevant 
international law and frameworks, including the UN Security Coun-
cil. They call on all states concerned with this threat to international 
peace and security to join in similarly committing to: “1. Undertake 
effective measures, either alone or in concert with other states, for 
interdicting the transfer or transport of WMD, their delivery systems, 
and related materials to and from states and non-state actors of pro-
liferation concern”.38

 The nature of the initiative is described as follows:

The PSI … relies on voluntary actions by states that are consistent 
with national legal authorities and relevant international law and 

37  Mark J. Valencia, “The Proliferation Security Initiative: Making Waves in Asia,” 
Adelphi Paper 376 (2005), p. 26.
38  U.S. Department of State, Bureau of International Security and Nonprolifera
tion, “Interdiction Principles for the Proliferation Security Initiative,” September 4, 
2003, http://www.state.gov/t/isn/c27726.htm (accessed October 23, 2009).
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frameworks. PSI participants use existing authorities – national and 
international – to put an end to WMD-related trafficking…39

Legal Issues Pertaining to the PSI

At present 94 states have accepted the declaration by the U.S. Department of 
State,40 but many of those have not given much publicity to having accepted 
this “advice” from the United States. The PSI has been criticized for a lack of 
transparency, stretching if not violating the principles of international law, 
weakening the UN system, being ineffective and politically divisive, and 
diluting other non-proliferation efforts. As demonstrated by Mark J. Valen-
cia in a well-researched study, the PSI raises many questions about the limits 
of permissible interference both on the open sea41 and when under passage 
in territorial waters in straits and along sea lanes according to the United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).42 
 One notable problem is that if harmful cargo is suspected on board a ship 
of a country other than that of a “country of concern,” the country where 
that ship is registered must first give its permission before any interdiction 
can take place, as according to international law. In order to avoid this com-
plication, a number of nations with large amounts of tonnage registered but 
who have not declared acceptance of the PSI principles have, as part of a U.S. 
initiative, been persuaded to accept a “Shipboard Agreement.” According to 
the State Department, they accept “authority on a bilateral basis to board sea 
vessels suspected of carrying illicit shipments of weapons of mass destruc-
tion, their delivery systems, or related materials.”43 Including the PSI partici-

39  U.S. Department of State, “Proliferation Security Initiative,” http://www.state.
gov/t/isn/c10390.htm (accessed October 23, 2009).
40  U.S. Department of State, Bureau of International Security and Nonprolifera
tion, “Proliferation Security Initiative Participants,” May 27, 2009, http://www.state.
gov/t/isn/c27732.htm (accessed October 23, 2009).
41  In UNCLOS, Article 90, The Right of Navigation, it is stated: “Every State, 
whether coastal or land-locked, has the right to sail ships flying its flag on the high 
seas.”
42  Valencia, “The Proliferation Security Initiative,” p. 26.
43  U.S. Department of State, “Ship Boarding Agreements,” http://www.state.gov/
t/isn/c27733.htm (accessed October 23, 2009).
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pants, a total of 60 per cent of the world’s tonnage has been brought under 
the regime of rapid consent procedures.44 
 Another problem is that the United States has not ratified UNCLOS and 
its opinions in international disputes about interpretation of the treaty are 
therefore often not taken very seriously. There is a movement among PSI 
participants to urge the U.S. to ratify the treaty, which would reinforce the 
legitimacy of U.S.-led maritime operations. “PSI states could strengthen the 
legality of interdictions by pushing the limits of Article 27 of UNCLOS.”45 
 Several nuclear states like India, Pakistan, and China have not accepted 
the PSI. Many states along sea-lanes and international straits are also outside 
of the initiative and even openly oppose it, for instance Indonesia, Malaysia, 
and Egypt.46 They do not wish to see the United States or other great powers 
commit any acts of interdiction in areas under their control, which they fear 
would be weakened as a result. 
 The position of China is especially important since China is a neighbor of 
North Korea, and any ship on its way between North Korea and South Asia, 
the Middle East, and Africa will have to pass nearby or traverse Chinese ter-
ritorial waters.

North Korea and the PSI

North Korea has provided the PSI with its raison d’être. Already in 1999, 
Indian port authorities boarded the North Korean freighter Ku Wol San in 
the Indian harbor of Kandla and discovered material for missile building 
and missile parts, as well as other equipment that was intended to make it 
possible for the receiver (who the Indian authorities believed was Pakistan) 

44  Valencia, “The Proliferation Security Initiative,” p. 59.
45  Emma Belcher, “A tighter net: Strengthening the Proliferation Security Initia-
tive,” LOWY Institute for International Politics, Policy Brief, August 2009, www.
lowyinstitute.org (accessed October 13, 2009). UNCLOS Article 27 reads as follows: 
“Criminal jurisdiction on board a foreign ship. 1. The criminal jurisdiction of the 
coastal State should not be exercised on board a foreign ship passing through the 
territorial sea to arrest any person or to conduct any investigation in connection 
with any crime committed on board the ship during its passage, save only in the 
following cases […].
46  Ibid.
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to start a production line for missiles. In 2002, just before the United States 
launched the PSI, a ship without flag or papers was interdicted in the Indian 
Ocean by a Spanish warship based on U.S. information; it was confirmed that 
the cargo included 15 Scud missiles. The U.S. authorities took command of 
the ship, but since the missiles appeared to be destined for Yemen and the 
Yemen government insisted on the right to buy such missiles and the inter-
diction had taken place on the high seas, the U.S. authorities let the ship go. 
In 2003, a French-owned ship carrying cargo from Germany to North Korea 
was intercepted at the northern end of the Suez Canal and the cargo, which 
consisted of aluminum pipes for centrifuges for enriching uranium, was con-
fiscated. Two more such interceptions occurred the same year. The details 
of all these operations were kept as secret as possible. They did, however, 
lend weight to the conclusion that North Korea was clandestinely exporting 
technology for missile production, and importing technologies related to the 
production of WMD. 
 North Korea has taken a very aggressive attitude to the PSI, warning in 
particular Japan and South Korea that joining it will be interpreted “as an act 
of war.” Japan has not yet joined the PSI,47 while South Korea did so in May 
2009, after North Korea had conducted its second nuclear weapons test.48 
 The United States argues that the PSI is in conformity with United Nations 
Security Council resolution 1540 (2004).49 According to the UN press release, 
the Security Council decided that “all states shall act to prevent proliferation 
of mass destruction” and inter alia called upon all states to “take cooperative 
action to prevent illicit trafficking in nuclear, chemical or biological weapons, 
their means of delivery and related materials.”50 This decision, however, was 

47  “Govt won’t submit bill on inspecting DPRK cargo,” The Yomiuri Shimbun, 
October 15, 2009, http://www.yomiuri.co.jp/dy/national/20091015TDY01305.htm 
(accessed on October 24, 2009).
48  “U.S. welcomes S. Korea’s joining proliferation security initiative,” Xinhua, 
May 27, 2009, http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2009-05/27/content_11440168.
htm (accessed May, 27, 2009).
49  U.S. Department of State, “Proliferation Security Initiative.” 
50  United Nations, “Security Council Decides All States Should Act to Prevent 
Proliferation of Mass Destruction Weapons,” Security Council 4956th Meeting 
(PM), UN Press Release SC/8076, April 4, 2004, http://www.un.org/News/Press/
docs/2004/sc8076.doc.htm
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only taken after the 9/11 terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in New 
York, and it was taken on the initiative of the United States and the United 
Kingdom; it was uncertain if it could be taken as authorization to interdict 
North Korean cargoes, simply based on suspicions that North Korea might 
sell its WMD technology to terrorist organizations.51

 By the time North Korea conducted its first nuclear test explosion in 2006, 
this situation had changed, however. In Resolution 1718 (2006), the Secu-
rity Council expressed its concern over the test explosion and called on all 
members to take “cooperative action including through inspection of cargo 
to and from DPRK, as necessary.”52 It even established a mechanism for fol-
lowing up on implementation, but the response from the member nations 
was lukewarm.53

 It was not until North Korea’s second test explosion that the Security 
Council made a strong and clear statement of condemnation on this issue – 
upon the initiative of the United States, South Korea, and Japan. Resolution 
1874 (2009) “strengthens arms embargo, calls for inspection of cargo, vessels 
if states have ‘reasonable grounds’ to believe contain prohibited items,” but 
still with the reservation that the consent of the flag state is required if the 
cargo is suspected to be onboard a non-North Korean ship on the high seas.54

 The response from North Korea was also loud and clear:

First: The whole amount of the newly extracted plutonium will be 
weaponized […].
Second: The process of uranium enrichment will be commenced […].
Third: An attempted blockade of any kind by the U.S. and its follow-
ers will be regarded as an act of war and met with a decisive military 
response […].55

51  Valencia, “The Proliferation Security Initiative,” pp. 48–49.
52  United Nations Security Council, “Resolution 1718 (2006),” S/RES/1718, Octo-
ber 14, 2006, http://daccess-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N06/572/07/PDF/
N0657207.pdf?OpenElement
53  Valencia, “The Proliferation Security Initiative,” p. 49.
54  United Nations Security Council, “Resolution 1874,” S/RES/1874/2009, June 12, 
2009, http://daccess-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N09/368/49/PDF/N0936849.
pdf?OpenElement
55  “DPRK Foreign Ministry Declares Strong Counter-Measures against UNSC’s Res
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 Several interceptions have reportedly been carried out since then, but 
North Korea has so far chosen to ignore these events. The Indian Coast Guard 
escorted for instance a North Korean vessel, which had anchored in Anda-
man waters, and searched it referring to the UN resolution based on the sus-
picion it carried illicit cargo. No items covered by the resolution were found 
and the ship was subsequently released.56

olution 1874,” KCNA, June 13, 2009, http://www.kcna.co.jp/item/2009/200906/news 
13/20090613-10ee.html (accessed October 23, 2009).
56  Nautilus Institute, NAPSnet Daily Report, August 19, 2009, http://www.nauti-
lus.org/napsnet/dr/index.html (accessed August 19, 2009). 



A SNAPShot oF PoLItICAL 
DeVeLoPMeNtS IN 2009

Diplomatic Response and Public opinion in South 
Korea

The North Korean missile launch on April 5, 2009, and the nuclear test explo-
sion six weeks later on May 25 only provoked a moderate response in South 
Korea. While tensions ran high on the official and military level, public opin-
ion reacted with remarkable calm to these events and with no signs of panic 
or fear of war.57 
 In the international media, partially confirmed rumors have been spread 
about purges in Pyongyang of persons having worked on the improvement of 
North–South relations, most noticeably of the former special envoy for South 
Korean affairs, who is reported to have been executed.58 A “senior member 
of the North Korean Workers’ Party” who fled from the North is furthermore 
reported to have told media that the regime had ordered officials and orga-
nizations dealing with South Korea to stir up conflict in the South.59 
 South Korea has reacted at the international level to the North Korean 
missile and nuclear tests, mainly focusing its actions together with Japan on 
pushing the United States to take the initiative in the United Nations Security 
Council to condemn North Korea and to impose renewed and harder sanc-
tions.60 The Japanese prime minister Taro Aso proudly told the readers of 
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28, 2009).
58  “N. Korea Executes Ex-Envoy for S. Korea,” Bloomberg, May 18, 2009, http://
www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=newsarchive&id=aN1_a7CJQYK4 (accessed 
July 29, 2009).
59  “N. Korea ‘Stirring Sedition in the South’,” The Chosun Ilbo, May 18, 2009, http://
english.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2009/05/18/2009051800806.html (accessed 
May 19, 2009).
60  “Tokyo and Seoul in sanctions call,” BBC News, June 28, 2009, http://news.bbc.
co.uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/8123097.stm (accessed July 29, 2009).
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his “Cabinet E-mail Magazine” how successful the initial stage of this effort 
to initiate an international reaction had been and how it demonstrates good 
relations between South Korea and Japan. This provoked angry comments in 
the North Korean media.61 
 Two high-level meetings of ASEAN leaders – one on Jeju Island in South 
Korea in June, and another one in Phuket in Thailand in July – were also used 
to mobilize international opinion, and the statements from these meetings 
can easily be seen as a diplomatic setback for Pyongyang.62

 In a further development, the South Korean government had only used 
1.8 per cent of its yearly budget for economic aid to North Korea by the time 
of the latter’s missile test, and the South is now selling steel products set 
aside as economic aid to the North to other countries. Further aid does not 
seem to be forthcoming under the present circumstances.63

Debates

Nuclear Sovereignty

One serious consequence of North Korea’s actions is that a debate about 
“nuclear sovereignty” has been kick-started in Seoul, meaning the right to 
process nuclear material if so desired. According to the proponents, of whom 
some are members of the defense committee of parliament for the govern-
ing party, South Korea should have the option to strengthen its self-defense 
against North Korea and possess a stable supply of power for its many 
nuclear reactors. At present, there is no production of plutonium. The Denu-
clearization Agreement from 1992 signed by the two Korean states stipulates 
that they shall not possess nuclear reprocessing and uranium enrichment 
facilities. However, North Korea has declared that it has restarted its plant 

61  Prime Minister of Japan and His Cabinet, “Safeguarding the nation, and 
safeguarding peace,” Aso Cabinet E-mail Magazine, No. 43 (August 13–27, 2009), 
http://www.mmz.kantei.go.jp/foreign/m-magazine/backnumber/2009/0813.html 
(accessed October 27, 2009).
62  Hwang Jang-jin, “Lee calls for ASEAN-Korea unity,” The Korea Herald, June 1, 
2009, http://www.asianet.net/news.php?sec1?id=6038 (accessed July 29, 2009).
63  Kim Sue-young, “Seoul Could Sell Steel Products Set Aside for NK,” The Korea 
Times, May 31, 2009, http://www.oregonherald.com/home.htm?=seoul+could+sell+
steel+products&m=search&p=search (accessed July 29, 2009).
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in Yongbyon, while South Korea is importing all fissile material needed for 
its energy supply. Some 40 per cent of South Korea’s electricity comes from 
nuclear plants. The United States reacted immediately to this information. 
President Obama called President Lee and told him that he wished to make 
it clear that “U.S. military strength and nuclear umbrella were expansive 
enough to protect South Korea.”64

 The statement started a debate about “an extended nuclear umbrella” 
to cover South Korea – no tactical weapons have been deployed there since 
1991, when President George H.W. Bush announced that the United States 
would eliminate its entire worldwide inventory of ground-launched tacti-
cal nuclear weapons. The problem is not isolated to the Korean Peninsula, 
with Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton also mooting the possibility 
of protecting Iran’s neighbors in the Middle East, if the country continues 
its nuclear program. Even if she did not specifically mention using nuclear 
weapons, the debate has touched upon that possibility as well.65

 In South Korea, some conservatives have argued that the government 
should ask the U.S. Forces to re-deploy tactical nuclear weapons in Korea, 
while opponents argue that the U.S. nuclear deterrence pledge would only 
send the wrong message acknowledging Pyongyang as a recognized nuclear 
state.66

Mutual Military Provocation

Meanwhile, U.S. aerial surveillance over North Korea has intensified in order 
to ascertain the steps that the country is taking to conduct further missile or 
nuclear tests. According to the North Korean official news agency KCNA, 

64  Kim So-hyun, “N.K. test reignites nuclear sovereignty debate,” The Korea Her-
ald, May 29, 2009, http://www.koreaherald.co.kr/NEWKHSITE/data/html_dir/
2009/05/29/200905290046.asp (accessed July 29, 2009). 
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Intelligence, July 22, 2009, http://www.stratfor.com/memberships/142740/geopoliti 
cal_diary/20090722_geopolitical_diary_nuclear_umberella_middle_east (accessed 
July 22, 2009).
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more than 110 U.S. reconnaissance planes flew over North Korea in May 
2009, as well as 90 South Korean planes.67 North Korean media have also 
protested against U.S. deliveries of new unmanned reconnaissance planes of 
the Global Hawk type to South Korea.68 Already before North Korea’s second 
nuclear test, the vice-president of the Korean Institute for Defense Analy-
sis Kim Tae-woo recommended that special strategic forces of up to 10,000 
troops, also consisting of Aegis ships and F-15 fighter jets, be deployed to 
secure a certain level of retaliation combat ability.69

Proliferation Security Initiative

Another, and more sinister, development is North Korea’s reaction to South 
Korea’s joining the U.S.-led PSI. The Committee for the Peaceful Reunifica-
tion of Korea issued a statement on May 27, 2009, that said:

The DPRK solemnly declares as follows in view of the prevailing situ-
ation: First, the DPRK will deal a decisive and merciless retaliatory 
blow, no matter from which place, at any attempt to stop, check and 
inspect its vessels, regarding it as a violation of its inviolable sover-
eignty and territory and a grave provocation to it. Second, The DPRK 
will take such a practical counter-action as in the wartime now that 
the south Korean authorities declared a war in wanton violation of its 
dignity and sovereignty by fully participating in the PSI.70
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 The UN command in Korea issued a statement the following day that 
said: “The armistice remains in force and is binding on all signatories, includ-
ing North Korea” – a statement that actually has no legal effect, but also 
declares: “The U.N. Command will adhere to the terms of the armistice and 
the mechanisms that support it.” This was no doubt intended as an effort to 
reduce any escalation of tensions that could result from the North Korean 
statement.71 This effort was not entirely successful, however. Seoul’s defense 
ministry said that it would increase reconnaissance over North Korea, and 
the Combined Forces Command of South Korean and U.S. troops height-
ened their surveillance level to the highest level of alert for only the second 
time since the end of the Korean War. Not until July 7 did the South Korean 
defense ministry announce that it had consulted the Command of the U.S. 
Forces in Korea about lowering the alert level.72 

Consequences for the other Participants in the Six-Party talks

What, then, are the consequences for the international community? It is easy 
to see increased risks in the long-term perspective. North Korea had declared 
its intentions well in advance, but the international community was not able 
to stop the missile launch by peaceful means, and it has not dared to use 
military means. North Korea has demonstrated a capability of delivering a 
payload of 500 kilograms across a large expanse of the Pacific Ocean, with 
Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, as well as parts of China and Siberia, all within 
range. In theory, therefore, the military security of North Korea’s neighbors 
has notably diminished. 
 What in practice may be more important for the international commu-
nity at large, however, is the impact on the NPT. North Korea has already 
exploded a nuclear device and thereby demonstrated that it is in reality close 
to being a nuclear state, in spite of the treaty not accepting the existence of 
any more nuclear states other than those who originally had nuclear weapons 

71  “Troops on high alert after N.K. threat,” The Korea Herald, May 29, 2009, http://
www.kreaherald.co.kr/service/print.asp?tpl=print&sname=National&img=/im 
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72  Nautilus Institute, “South Korea lowers alert level for N. Korea,” NAPSnet 
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and were defined as such when the treaty was concluded. The authority of 
the Treaty was already weakened by India and Pakistan after their test explo-
sions in 1998, and it was further diminished by North Korea’s nuclear test 
in 2006. Now, North Korea’s demonstration of a theoretical but still obvious 
capability to deliver a nuclear device by means of a missile has been added to 
the damage already done. It may serve to lessen the effect of the coordinated 
efforts among the signatories of the Treaty in their ambition to deter coun-
tries like Iran and Syria from continuing their own nuclear programs. North 
Korea’s demonstration of technological capability may also make it more 
attractive for countries, who find it difficult to buy missiles from the “estab-
lished” great powers, to buy them from North Korea instead, and thereby 
obviate international control efforts. 
 For the individual countries participating in the Six-Party Talks, the out-
come looks somewhat different from country to country.

Japan

Prime Minister Taro Aso of Japan wrote in his Cabinet E-mail Magazine on 
April 16, 2009, that he and Foreign Minister Hirofumi Nakasone had taken 
actions by making diplomatic efforts at all levels.73 Aso had talks in Thailand 
with China’s Premier Wen Jiabao and South Korea’s President Lee Myung-
bak “according great priority to promptly sending a strong and unified mes-
sage to North Korea.” On June 27, they met again in Tokyo and repeated 
their call for greater rigor in applying sanctions. Obviously Aso’s personal 
activities had a great impact on the course of events. He found himself in 
a disadvantageous position with the general elections in Japan in August 
2009 approaching. His hard-line attitude toward North Korea in the so-called 
abductee issue (Japanese persons kidnapped by North Korean agents) had 
given him some support among certain sectors of the electorate in the past. 
After the second nuclear test explosion by North Korea, Aso told the readers 
of his Cabinet Magazine that he had immediately set up a task force in the 
prime minister´s office and requested his foreign minister to quickly adjourn 

73  Prime Minister of Japan and His Cabinet, “The international community stands 
united,” Aso Cabinet E-mail Magazine, No. 27 (May 28, 2009), http://www.mmz.kan
tei.go.jp/foreign/m-magazine/backnumber/2009/0416.html (accessed June 3, 2009).
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a meeting of the UN Security Council. He also telephoned President Lee 
of South Korea and President Obama and agreed with them on the need 
for close collaboration.74 A number of further sanctions in Japanese legisla-
tion against Pyongyang were also initiated by the Japanese government in 
response to the underground nuclear test explosion.75

 The question is whether such measures are in the long-term interest of 
Japan. North Korea has withdrawn from the Six-Party Talks and declared that 
it will “never” return to that negotiating table. Japan may have lost any pos-
sibility, at least in the foreseeable future, to come to an agreement with North 
Korea on the very two questions which have the highest priority for Japan. 
It is natural against this background that Aso made some public remarks (on 
April 15) about “the advantages with keeping the Six-Party Talks as the prin-
cipal venue” rather than having the United States engage in direct talks with 
North Korea. The latter, it has transpired, seems to be exactly what North 
Korea wants: direct contact with the United States.
 A more problematic consequence of North Korea’s activities is the Japa-
nese defense ministry’s declaration in its White Paper (July 2009) that Japan 
because of the changing situation is now exploring the military use of outer 
space and working to update the National Defense Program Guidelines for 
the coming years, according to Kyodo News Agency.76

the United States

So far, President Obama has only made statements indicating that the United 
States is willing to enter into a dialogue with North Korea, which in itself is an 
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important signal, but obviously not enough for the impatient North Korean 
regime, as evidenced by the missile test in April 2009. President Obama 
called the North Korean launch a ”provocative act.”77 Meanwhile, Secretary 
of State Hillary Rodham Clinton said in a statement that the DPRK reaction 
to the Security Council statement was “unnecessary” and a serious step in 
the wrong direction. She further stated that the U.S. hoped to discuss the 
matter with its allies and partners “and eventually with the North Koreans.”
 During the past few years, the United States has been more singled out 
than ever before by North Korea as its most important adversary. But the 
new U.S. president has been spared the unpleasant epithets that the North 
Korean media habitually bestowed upon his predecessor, and there has been 
much speculation whether or not Obama will fundamentally change U.S. 
policy toward North Korea. It would be somewhat natural to expect the new 
president to do so. During the previous Democratic administration, Secre-
tary of State Madeleine Albright visited Pyongyang and talked about differ-
ent possibilities to initiate a process of rapprochement. Preparations were 
even made for a visit by President Clinton to Pyongyang, or at least for a 
meeting between himself and Kim Jong-il. As soon as it became clear that it 
was likely that the U.S. elections would bring a Republican president into the 
White House, these talks were abandoned. When George W. Bush began his 
presidential period with speeches about “rouge states” and included North 
Korea as part of an “axis of evil,” relations obviously became strained. The 
focus of U.S. foreign security policy also changed. Upon coming to power, 
President Bush had originally declared non-proliferation to be the highest 
item on his agenda. After the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center in New 
York and the Pentagon, however, presidential attention was seen to be re-
directed toward what came to be known as the War on Terror. While North 
Korea was lumped together with Iraq and Iran as forming an axis of evil, it 
received very little official attention from Washington at all. It was clear that 
this lack of attention in itself was also a kind of policy: the North Korean 
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regime should be left “to fry in its own juice.” Instead, the Six-Party Talks 
became a convenient way for the United States to communicate with North 
Korea without according it any official courtesy that could have been inter-
preted as diplomatic recognition. 
 Given the almost extreme sense of national pride that characterizes Kore-
ans, this attitude is likely to have had a considerable impact on the North 
Korean people’s attitudes to the United States, but it has also reinforced the 
rather contemptuous attitude that characterizes many Americans’ views 
regarding the “hermit state” on the Korean Peninsula. The Six-Party Talks 
did show some progress nonetheless, with agreements on the principles of 
North Korea’s disarmament of its nuclear program in exchange for succes-
sive steps toward diplomatic recognition and economic aid. This was mostly 
done under strong U.S. adherence to the principles of unconditional “com-
plete, irreversible and verifiable dismantlement” of the nuclear installations. 
When North Korea performed a nuclear test explosion in 2006, it was the 
United States which took the initiative to adopt a strongly worded resolution 
in the Security Council, condemning the test and ordering North Korea to 
abandon its nuclear program. Toward the end of the Bush administration, no 
diplomatic initiative of importance was undertaken; contacts were limited 
only to exploratory talks via a special envoy.
 When Barack Obama succeeded Bush as U.S. president in January 2009 
there was much speculation over whether he would reverse the North Korea 
policy of his predecessor. It soon became clear, however, that a comprehen-
sive policy revision would first have to be made before any step of importance 
was taken. At the time of writing, this revision does not seem to have been 
entirely completed yet. In other words, the U.S. administration has bided its 
time in getting serious on North Korean issues. 
 The IAEA has said that North Korea will be able to operate its nuclear 
facilities in several months from the start of rebuilding, but it will take more 
than six months to restore all the facilities it needs to produce plutonium 
for nuclear weapons. This is because the nuclear facilities at Yongbyon, sup-
plied by the Soviet Union in 1963, are outdated and the cooling tower was 
destroyed on June 27, 2008, in response to U.S. concessions. It would take a 
considerable amount of time to arrive at a point where fissile material can 
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be produced again in North Korea, according to the IAEA; but already in 
November 2009, North Korea announced that it had begun reprocessing 
spent fuel rods for making weapons-grade plutonium in August.78

 At the same time, although North Korea seems to have enhanced its 
medium-range ballistic missile technology (the missile fired in April 2009 
went twice as far as the one tested in 1998), its range is still far from being 
able to reach the mainland of the United States. Moreover, North Korea has 
only made a partially successful test explosion of a nuclear device. That does 
not definitely mean that it can deliver a nuclear weapon to a target abroad. 
While the U.S. mainland would seem safe from North Korean missiles in 
the foreseeable future, there is no doubt that the U.S. forces in South Korea 
and Japan are within range. These missiles cannot, however, carry nuclear 
weapons. This would require that North Korea had solved the problem of 
making a weapon out of its nuclear device and then minimize the contrap-
tion into dimensions that fit into a missile. North Korea is unlikely to have 
reached that stage, and even if it is still unknown how serious the risk is that 
the country will be able to do so, it does not mean much as long as the risk 
is purely theoretical. The United States is therefore not beset by a sense of 
urgency on the issue. 
 On April 16, the U.S. National Security Council Principals Committee 
decided not to pursue direct talks with North Korea as long as it remained 
uncooperative. Instead the Committee decided to strengthen cooperation 
with South Korea and Japan, and to elicit the help of China in attempting to 
resume the stalled Six-Party Talks.79

 President Obama said in an interview with CBS in June that the United 
States would thwart the DPRK’s move of getting benefits, such as food, fuel, 
and loans, through belligerent behavior. “Belligerence will not be rewarded,” 
he said.80
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 Nevertheless, U.S. policy has been defined in more explicit terms by Kurt 
Campbell, recently appointed U.S. assistant secretary of state for East Asia 
and Pacific affairs, after a closed-door meeting in Seoul with Wi Sung-lac, 
South Korea´s special envoy for nuclear affairs. Campbell stated that the 
United States has a “two track” strategy based on sanctions and dialogue 
in dealing with North Korea´s “provocations.” Currently, Washington “is 
focused on sending a strong message of disapproval to Pyongyang,” accord-
ing to Campbell, but he also mentioned U.S. interest in a plan by South Korea 
to make a comprehensive package of incentives for North Korea to end its 
nuclear programs.81

 Furthermore, U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton made an 
important policy speech on non-proliferation in October 2009, in which she 
said:

Recent developments underscore the threat. The international com-
munity failed to prevent North Korea from developing nuclear weap-
ons […]. As we have done for four decades, we must build on the 
NPT’s solid foundation with measures designed to tackle evolving 
challenges […]. We seek to strengthen the three mutually reinforc-
ing pillars of global nonproliferation […]. We will use financial and 
legal tools to better disrupt illicit proliferation networks, including by 
tightening controls on transshipment, a key source of illicit trade.82 

 North Korea, Iran, and Syria were the only countries mentioned by name in 
Clinton’s speech and it seems obvious that the issue of North Korea’s nuclear 
program was going to be dealt with as part of a comprehensive long-term 
policy, including several different, both bilateral and multilateral, measures. 
 One way of dealing with the issue will be bilateral talks with North 
Korea, with the intention of following this up by North Korea´s return to the 
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Six-Party Talks in Beijing. After pressure from both China and the United 
States, North Korea announced on November 10, 2009, that it would return 
to the Six-Party Talks “if the country wins results from bilateral talks with the 
United States.”83 A day later it was announced in Washington that Stephen 
Bosworth, special envoy for DPRK affairs, would travel to Pyongyang.84

Russia

Russia has always been somewhat of the fifth wheel under the wagon in the 
Six-Party Talks. It was the last country to be accepted as a party to the talks, 
and with the end of the Cold War and its recognition of South Korea, the 
importance of North Korea for Russia has greatly diminished. Russian For-
eign Minister Sergei Lavrov has declared that “there is no need to establish a 
new international forum to address the situation on the Korean Peninsula.”85 
This relaxed attitude seems to indicate that Russia is not overly concerned 
about the consequences for Russia’s own sake of the end to the Six-Party 
Talks and not even for that of the entire region. 
 Later, Russia cooperated with the United States and China on the strongly 
worded resolution that censured North Korea for its nuclear test and mis-
sile launches.86 Russia’s acceptance of the statement by the president of the 
Security Council has garnered it some goodwill from the United States and 
Japan – and that was obviously more important for Russia than the reaction 
in Pyongyang. Non-proliferation aspects of the issue were not even men-
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tioned by Lavrov, but in consideration of his relaxed attitude it really may be 
that he believes the Six-Party Talks can resume soon. 

China

For China, the North Korean reaction must have been a disappointment. Chi-
na’s capacity to organize the Six-Party Talks and convene them in Beijing as an 
internationally accepted way to try to solve the nuclear weapons problem on 
the Korean Peninsula had clearly been viewed by it as a diplomatic success. 
It was frequently mentioned by China that the format of the Six-Party Talks 
could even evolve into the beginning of the first security policy architecture 
in Northeast Asia, where also other questions of importance could be dis-
cussed. Given that Northeast Asia is a region which has been described as the 
most dangerous in the world, four countries are, in theory, still at war with 
each other. Two conflictive dyads are Japan–Russia and North Korea–Japan. 
No peace agreement has yet replaced the armistice agreements between the 
military forces that still regulate their relations. Furthermore, following the 
end of the Korean War, the same situation can be said to exist between North 
Korea and South Korea, and between North Korea and the United States. 
Had China been able to initiate a process whereby all these entangled rela-
tions could be sorted out, it would have meant an important improvement of 
the security situation and given China a leading role in the region. This raises 
the question whether the Chinese may have miscalculated the North Korean 
reaction to the statement by the president of the Security Council. Maybe 
the Chinese did not expect North Koreans to state that they would “never” 
return to that negotiating table? That would explain the exceptionally mild 
comments about the North Korean reaction by the Chinese foreign minis-
try. It called for “calm and restraint” to safeguard the Six-Party Talks. “As 
a friendly neighbor, we will continue the friendly and cooperative relation-
ship with the DPRK.”87 Just like the Russians, the Chinese seemed to believe 
that the Six-Party Talks would be resumed sooner or later.When Beijing two 
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weeks later responded to a second nuclear test explosion by North Korea, the 
reaction was both swift and harsh with the Chinese side expressing” its reso-
lute opposition.” When the matter was further discussed in the UN Security 
Council, the Chinese delegation cooperated with the U.S. delegation so that 
a strongly worded statement could be made by the Security Council chair-
person.88 Yet, the spokesperson for the Chinese foreign ministry still empha-
sized the need to make North Korea return to the negotiating table in Beijing, 
meaning the Six-Party Talks.89

 Finally, there should also be mentioned here a “conspiracy theory” con-
cerning the Chinese position. A reunified Korea with a total of 1.7 million 
men under arms, combined with modern equipment from South Korea and 
nuclear technology in North Korea, would make a unified Korea a formida-
ble power in the region. This may not entirely be in the interest of China. This 
interesting proposition shall be more closely examined later in this report, 
when the nature of China’s interests on the Korean Peninsula is discussed.

North-South Relations

the Western Sea Border

The North Korean missile test explosions have demonstrated how strained 
relations have become between the two states on the Korean Peninsula. Fur-
ther, a new series of events during 2009 served to underline this state of affairs. 
A statement from North Korea said that it could not guarantee the safety 
of South Korean and U.S. vessels near the (disputed) Western Sea border, 
where deadly naval clashes occurred in 1999 and 2002. That was followed 
by another statement from the South Korean Joint Chiefs of Staff, pledging a 
stern response and tightened security in the West Sea.
 On June 1, 2009, North Korea announced that it had prohibited vessels 
from navigating the middle and upper parts of the Yellow Sea.90 Chinese 

88  Varner, “U.S., China, Russia Agree UN Action Needed Over North Korea.”
89  “N Korea nuclear test angers China,” Al Jazeera News Asia-Pacific, May 26, 2009, 
http://english.aljazeera.net/mritems/Images//2008/6/27/200862724926522734_5.jpg 
(accessed October 22, 2009).
90  “Alert level raised on North Korea,” BBC News, May 28, 2009, http://news.bbc.
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vessels fishing illegally in the West Sea began to leave the waters near the 
Northern Limit Line, possibly because they had been warned by Chinese 
authorities.91 The South Korean navy announced meanwhile that it had 
deployed a missile boat and several other reinforcements to the western bor-
der in the Yellow Sea.92 President Lee Myung-bak declared on June 2 that his 
country “would never tolerate” the North taking “a path of military threats 
and provocation.” On June 3, a spokesman for the South Korean air force told 
media that “South Korea will not refrain from launching a fleet of advanced 
fighter jets to retaliate against North Korea if the communist neighbor pro-
vokes an armed conflict along their western sea border.”93 

North–South Relations a Cause for North Korean Uneasiness

Relations between North Korea and South Korea seem to be worsening rather 
than improving. When South Korea’s newly elected president, Lee Myung-
bak, was inaugurated in February 2008, he stated that he would stop the 
free flow of aid from South to North unless North Korea ended its nuclear 
program. In announcing his initiative “Denuclearization, Openness and 
3000” during the presidential campaign, he outlined a reunification program 
whereby the North should first dismantle its nuclear program; it would then 
receive aid over a period of ten years in order to raise its income level from 
the present level of approximately US$500 per capita to US$3000. He also 
declared that the 2007 joint declaration about economic cooperation projects 
between North and South Korea was invalid, unless North Korea first dis-
mantled its nuclear program. It was furthermore stipulated that the Lee gov-

co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/2/hi/asia-pacific/8071175.stm (accessed May 28, 2009).
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html (accessed June 3, 2009).
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ernment would first make an evaluation of each project and the costs would 
be shared equally between the North and the South.94

 This was taken as an insult by the North Korean media, where a smear 
campaign was started and is still ongoing at the time of writing. North Korea 
also began to take action. During the autumn of 2008, train services between 
the South and the North were cancelled and cross-border passages were 
interrupted. North Korean media have branded Lee a traitor and declared a 
new “Struggle Against Imperialists’ Ideology and Cultural Poisoning.” When 
Professor Hyun In-taek was appointed South Korean Minister for Unifica-
tion in January 2009, the North Korean news agency KCNA claimed that he 
was “involved in shaping the confrontational policy, the keynote of which is 
‘no nuke, opening and 3,000 dollars.’ Lee’s intention is nothing but a declara-
tion of a war as it is designed to pursue the hostile policy towards the DPRK 
in all aspects.”95

 What is more, strong reactions from Pyongyang were provoked by 
remarks by the South Korean defense minister during a session of the 
National Assembly which branded the DRPK as a principal enemy. President 
Lee Myung-bak further served to fan tensions, when he remarked that “the 
ultimate goal is to unify the country under the system of liberal democracy.” 
This was interpreted by North Korea as his intention to overthrow its social-
ist system and absorb North Korea into South Korea. 
 North Korea reacted with concrete measures. In January 2009, the Com-
mittee for the Peaceful Reunification of Korea in Pyongyang announced that 
North Korea abrogated all previous agreements reached between the North 
and the South. According to KCNA,

all the agreed points concerning the issue of putting an end to the 
political and military confrontation between the north and the 
south will be nullified. Second, the Agreement on Reconciliation, 

94  Yoon Duk-min, “Initiative for ’Denuclearization, Openness and 3000’: Tasks 
and Prospects,” Korea Focus, April 29, 2009, http://www.koreafocus.or.kr/design2/
layout/content_print.asp?group_id=102041 (accessed July 28, 2009).
95  “Lee’s Intention to Appoint Anti-Reunification Element as Minister of ‘Unifi-
cation’ Accused,” KCNA, January 30, 2009, http://www.kcna.co.jp/index-e.htm 
(accessed October 22, 2009).
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Non-aggression, Cooperation and Exchange between the North and 
the South and the points on the military boundary line in the West Sea 
stipulated in its appendix will be nullified.96

the Kaesong Project: the Foremost Symbol of North–South 
Cooperation

At this juncture of worsening inter-Korean relations, a short look back in 
time is perhaps needed. After nearly 47 years of continuous tensions since 
the end of the Korean War, relations began to thaw somewhat during the 
year 2000. South Korea’s new president Kim Dae-jung introduced the so-
called “Sunshine Policy” toward North Korea. That made possible a summit 
between himself and North Korea’s Kim Jong-il to take place in Pyongyang. 
Kim Dae-jung’s successor Roh Moo-hyun also visited Pyongyang in 2007 
and signed an eight-point “peace agreement” on issues of permanent peace, 
high-level talks, economic cooperation, renewal of train services, highways, 
and air travel, and a joint Olympic cheering squad. Prominent among the 
economic cooperation projects was the project that focused on South Korean 
tourism to the famous Kumgangsan, “Diamond Mountain,” in North Korea. 

The Kaesong Industrial Complex

The foremost symbol of the improving relations between North and South 
Korea has been the Kaesong project, which was agreed upon in 2003. It aimed 
at attracting South Korean and foreign capital, importing technology and 
management skills, starting new industries, and exploiting cheap labor in 
the North Korean city of Kaesong.97 The income that is North Korea’s share 
of production output at the factories in Kaesong plays a vital role in its econ-
omy. During 2008, the Kaesong Industrial Complex produced goods with a 
value of US$251 million. According to South Korea’s Unification Ministry, 
the total value of production since the start of operations in 2005 amounts to 

96  “DPRK to Scrap All Points Agreed with S. Korea over Political and Mili-
tary Issues,” KCNA, January 30, 2009, http://www.kcna.co.jp/item/2009/200901/
news30/20090130-01ee.html (accessed October 22, 2009).
97  Lim Eul-chul, Keasong Industrial Complex: History, Pending Issues, and Outlook 
(Seoul: Haenam Publishing Company, 2007), pp. 1–32.
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US$525 million. However, with declining demand on the international mar-
kets, a decrease in incoming orders by 30–60 per cent had been noticed by the 
participating companies in April 2009, according to estimates by the Inter-
Korean Economic Cooperation Organization. 
 At the same time, North Korea has demanded increases in severance pay-
ments and allowances for extra work of a magnitude difficult to accept for 
the South Korean companies. During the period before the missile test, rail-
way services were halted, the movement of people was restricted and for a 
while completely stopped, and other restrictions on the operation of factories 
were also imposed. One South Korean worker was even detained (but sev-
eral months later released) by the North Korean authorities for having made 
“unacceptable” remarks about the regime.98

 The patience of the “foreign” (almost exclusively South Korean) firms in 
Kaesong has been strained. On April 16, North Korea sent a message sug-
gesting an inter-Korean meeting at Kaesong on the April 20, saying that it 
would notify the South of “an important matter” concerning the Kaesong 
project. South Korea accepted and announced that it would postpone a deci-
sion to participate in the PSI.99 Obviously, the South Korean government saw 
a danger to the Kaesong project in that Pyongyang would see participation 
in the PSI “as a declaration of undisguised confrontation and a declaration 
of war,” as a North Korean military spokesman warned in a statement to the 
media.100

 When South Korea later decided to participate in the PSI, a message was 
sent on May 14 from “Central Special Zone Development Guidance Bureau” 

98  “Stalemate on 50th Day of Detention of S. Korean,” The Chosun Ilbo, http://eng-
lish.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2009/05/19/2009051900269.html (accessed May 
19, 2009).
99  The U.S.-led effort aimed at halting the spread of WMD and in practice aimed 
in large part at searching ships at sea, inter alia ships from North Korea in the Yel-
low Sea, with the intention of checking the possible export of missiles and nuclear 
technology products to countries like Syria, Iran, and Libya.
100  “DPRK Regards S. Korea’s Full Participation in PSI as Declaration of War 
against DPRK,” KCNA, March 27,2009 http://www.kcna.co.jp/item/2009/200905/
news27/20090527-17ee.html (accessed February 16, 2010).
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of North Korea to the Kaesong Industrial Zone Management Committee in 
South Korea, which stated: 

We declare null and void the rules and contracts on the land rent, land 
use tax, wages, all sorts of taxes, etc. which we have so far applied to 
the south side in the KIZ out of special favor, guided by the spirit of 
the June 15 joint declaration […]. The enterprises and personnel con-
cerned of the south side in the KIZ should unconditionally accept the 
above-mentioned matters and we do not care about them leaving the 
KIZ if they have no will to carry them out.101

 An underlying problem has been the nature of the North Korean regime. 
It is strongly centralist and it controls all media and means of mass commu-
nication in the North. Any new ideas or ways of thinking that are not in line 
with official socialist Juche policy of total independence and self-sufficiency 
are seen as dangerous. According to this logic, the economic concepts for 
success in a capitalistic enterprise are also inherently dangerous thoughts, 
which include “profit, transparency and cheap labor.” 
 The South Korean managers at Kaesong have a very delicate task in deal-
ing with their North Korean workers and co-managers. On the one hand, 
they have to teach lessons on how to operate a factory and make profits and, 
on the other hand, they have to avoid the danger of being accused of anti-
government propaganda. There has been much discussion in North Korea 
and many high-ranking officials from Pyongyang, both military and civil-
ian, have visited Kaesong to determine whether the local activities represent 
a threat to order in the DPRK, or if the value of that learning is so high for 
future factory managers that they should be permitted to continue. 
 Some of them may, however, have overstepped the line of caution and 
the whole project might now face intervention: too many North Koreans 
may have gone too far in defending “foreign ideas” in Kaesong. The danger 
of ideological conflict is illustrated by the abovementioned case of a South 
Korean worker detained in Kaesong for having criticized the North Korean 

101  “Prospect of KIZ Depends on S. Side’s Attitude,” KCNA, May 15, 2009, http://
www.kcna.co.jp/item/2009/200905/news15/20090515-10ee.html (accessed May, 29 
2009).
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regime. He was not released until after a visit to Pyongyang by the acting 
president of the Hyundai Asan Company.102

The Kaesong Project as a Confidence-Building Measure

The Kaesong project may be of historic importance. A step-by-step improve-
ment of confidence between the two Koreas could begin with economic rela-
tions and be followed by political and finally military measures aimed at 
building confidence between North and South Korea in a manner resembling 
the process between China and Taiwan. In both cases, reunification may be 
seen as the logical, final product of such a process; whether it is in the form 
of a federation, confederation, or something else is immaterial.
 The South Korean companies who participate in the Kaesong project have 
shown a great deal of patience and stubborn goodwill, sacrificing a great 
deal of money in their struggle to make the project survive through difficult 
times, high costs, and complicated regulations. If they would find that the 
project is terminated or has to operate under unacceptable conditions, they 
are likely to feel deceived and react with bitterness and will not be likely to 
undertake similar ventures for a very long time. 
 The same will be true also for those companies that did not take the risk 
of investing money or efforts into Kaesong in the first place. Public opinion in 
South Korea is likely to react in the same way. Such a negative development 
would likely signal the end of all efforts toward reunification.
 The odds are not good that support for unification will be easily regained. 
There is an increasing tendency in South Korea, which can be observed 
among the younger generation in particular, to pay little attention to their 
northern neighbors. It is also becoming increasingly clear that reunification 
will carry a very high price tag for South Korea and that not all of its neigh-
bors are enthusiastic about the idea.

102  “S. Korean Detained in North for 100 Days,” The Chosun Ilbo, July 7, 2009, http://
english.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2009/07/07/2009070700316.html (accessed 
July 28, 2009).
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Doubts About Unification Also in Pyongyang?

In a longer-term perspective, the North Korean leaders may not have given up 
hopes entirely about some kind of reunification with South Korea, whether it 
be a loose confederation, a federation, or even one state. However, as long as 
Lee Myung-bak is the president of South Korea, they are unlikely to change 
their present attitude. President Lee is not popular in South Korea, and much 
criticism having been leveled against him because of his policy toward the 
North. The North Korean leadership may well be biding its time.
 The handling of the Kaesong project is an indication of a policy that still 
leaves one door open. Even if the South Korean authorities have not yet been 
given an opportunity to negotiate, there have been indications that this may 
soon take place. It seems that North Korea wants to have total control now. 
They also want a reduction of the number of South Korean workers and 
managers who are present in Kaesong as well as higher taxes and fees as 
their share of the income that is generated. However, it also seems that the 
project may continue as long as the firms are willing to accept the new con-
ditions. This leaves the door open for improvements as soon as a new South 
Korean president “behaves” in a manner deemed by the North to be more 
acceptable.



SoMe ASPeCtS oF the MILItARy 
SItUAtIoN

historical Background

During the first four decades after the Korean War (1950–53), North Korea 
maintained a clear numerical lead in both the different kinds of weapons 
and personnel the country would have at its disposal in case of war with the 
South. That is still the case as far as numbers are concerned, but the economic 
squeeze in which the North Korean regime has found itself has made new 
acquisitions and the replacement of outdated and/or dysfunctional equip-
ment difficult or nearly impossible. Purchases from abroad have been very 
few after Kim Il-sung passed away. Domestic weapons production also seems 
to have been rather limited with the exception of research in and production 
of missiles. The structural problems began to become serious already around 
1979–80. North Korea’s economic woes diminished the resources necessary 
for keeping up with the South in conventional weapons and even put it at 
a disadvantage in the competition; and to make matters worse, the United 
States made clear that it wanted a regime change in North Korea. 

Beginning of a Secret Strategy for Nuclear Weapons103

North Korea gained its first “appreciation” of the usefulness of nuclear weap-
ons, when U.S. Secretary of State John Foster Dulles hinted during the Korean 
War at the possible use of nuclear weapons against the country, if the peace 
talks in Panmunjom failed. Both he and President Eisenhower later claimed 
that this “hint” had been important in forcing North Korea to accept the 
armistice that was finally signed. Further, in 1955, the Chairman of the U.S. 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, Admiral Arthur W. Radford, announced a U.S. pledge to 

103  Most of the facts and many of the comments in the following pages have been 
taken from Michael J. Mazarr’s excellent case study on non-proliferation referred to 
above.
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defend South Korea, if necessary, with nuclear weapons.104 This was a clear 
threat on the part of the United States to make use of the nuclear option.
 Subsequently, in 1958, the United States, followed up with the introduction 
of nuclear artillery shells and nuclear-tipped rockets in South Korea, which 
later led to cruise missiles, land mines, and antiaircraft missiles equipped 
with nuclear warheads. From this point onward, North Korea would operate 
at a fatal disadvantage in the case of war.105

 In 1961, North Korea managed to sign a mutual defense treaty with 
both China and the Soviet Union, which in practice meant that a “nuclear 
umbrella” was established over the northern part of the peninsula. However, 
the Cuban crisis in 1962 effectively demonstrated to the North Koreans that 
the Soviet Union could not be counted upon in all confrontations with the 
United States, and political relations with Moscow soured over other mat-
ters, which forced North Korea to take stock of its situation. Furthermore, the 
Chinese nuclear force that was built up after the first test explosion in 1964 
did not impress as an adequate deterrent to protect North Korea against U.S. 
nuclear weapons.
 It was consequently natural for Kim Il-sung to pay attention to the pos-
sibility of North Korea developing nuclear weapons itself. During the 1950s 
the country concluded agreements with both China and the Soviet Union on 
the training of North Korean nuclear scientists and, in 1964, a Soviet-made 
nuclear research facility was established at Yongbyon, near Pyongyang. It is 
believed to have begun functioning as a reactor in 1967, and, ten years later, 
North Korea, probably upon Soviet insistence, signed an IAEA “type 66” 
safeguards accord and opened the plant for inspection. The Agency soon 
began regular inspections which continued into the 1990s.106

 Toward the end of the Vietnam War, the Nixon administration initiated a 
reduction of all U.S. troops stationed in Asia, which included the withdrawal 
of 24,000 troops from South Korea in 1973. The South Korean president, Park 
Chung-hee, was greatly disturbed by the prospects of further U.S. troop 
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withdrawals in view of the establishment of U.S.–Chinese relations, and a 
perceived mellowing of the U.S. defense attitude in Asia in general. 
 A secret nuclear weapons research program was initiated in South Korea, 
but in 1975 the country was forced to terminate it and ratify the NPT after 
considerable pressure had been exerted by Washington. Park Chung-hee 
did, however, make some open remarks about the possibility of acquiring 
nuclear technology, if the U.S. nuclear umbrella was to be found weakened in 
any respect. North Korean comments from this time seem to indicate that the 
prospect of the South possibly continuing its nuclear development in secrecy 
was one of the reasons why North Korea initiated negotiations with Mos-
cow about the construction of a second, much larger reactor of the graphite 
type.107 
 As China gradually changed its attitude toward the United States and 
focused on its “Economy First” policy, including improved trade relations 
with the West, it became obvious that the Chinese nuclear umbrella – that 
had never been totally convincing in the first place – was far from perfect. At 
the same time, the Soviet Union was starting to dissolve, and Moscow opened 
diplomatic relations with Seoul in 1991. It was not even clear whether the 
mutual defense pact between the Soviet Union and North Korea was relevant 
any more; in fact it was not and it was later declared invalid by Russia (in 
February 1993).108 Thus North Korea was left without any nuclear umbrella 
other than that of Chinese protection by deterrence, which was indirectly 
inscribed into the Chinese-North Korean mutual defense pact. Finding the 
situation wanting, North Korea began to speed up its nuclear program.

the Importance of economic Conditions

North Korea’s economic problems are as complex as they are well-known. 
The country’s economic woes first began to become obvious toward the end 
of the 1970s, when electricity and oil became scarce due to balance of pay-
ments problems and the increasing unwillingness by the Soviet Union and 
China to continue accepting the role of donor nations that they had played 

107  Ibid., pp. 26–29.
108  Ibid., p. 96.
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since the end of the Korean War in 1953. Non-fulfillment of Korean deliv-
eries according to the annual barter trade agreements was no longer toler-
ated. This problem was further aggravated after the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union, China’s liberalization and opening up to international trade, and after 
the diplomatic recognition of South Korea in 1992 by both Russia and China. 
Failure to pay debts for imported technological goods made further imports 
from Western countries impossible. Lack of power for irrigation due to lack 
of maintenance and imported spare parts in electricity plants, and the lack of 
imported artificial fertilizers for agriculture had a heavy impact: both agri-
cultural and industrial production stagnated. 
 The process of economic degradation was gradual, but it became obvious 
already during the 1980s that North Korea could no longer afford to import 
new military technology from China and the Soviet Union in any great quan-
tity. Consequently, it was no longer possible for North Korea to keep up with 
the pace of technological development in South Korea, where continued 
rapid economic growth enabled it to import increasingly more sophisticated 
military equipment from the United States.
 It should also be noted that the military posture of North Korea has 
changed considerably since the time of the Korean War. At the end of the 
war, North Korea was the strongest of the two Koreas, both in military and 
economic terms. When South Korea’s economy became stronger, it became 
gradually more difficult for the North to maintain an advantage in conven-
tional defense by using increasingly sophisticated technical equipment, which 
was also prohibitively expensive. The ambition to reunite Korea by means of 
military force became a less realistic proposition for North Korea; instead 
came a fear of South Korean nuclear ambitions as well as U.S. intervention 
with the objective of “regime change.” Thus, North Korea’s posture became 
more defensive. Nuclear weapons were seen as a cheaper way to maintain a 
military balance, an argument that was reinforced by the economic difficul-
ties during the 1990s – the so-called “Arduous March.” However, in order to 
make the nuclear weapon function as a deterrent, its existence – completed 
or not – had to be made public.
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the Importance of “the Axis of evil”

When President Bush in January 29, 2002, read his State of the Union Address 
– the first such address to be made after the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade 
Center in New York – he characterized North Korea, Iran, and Iraq as belong-
ing to “an axis of evil, arming to threaten the rest of the world.” 
 A year later, a North Korean foreign ministry spokesman stated that past 
U.S. actions had already invalidated the Agreed Framework, citing reactor 
construction delays, U.S. economic sanctions, and threats of a pre-emptive 
strike against North Korea. (The Bush administration had released a report 
in September which emphasized the pre-emptive use of force against coun-
tries developing weapons of mass destruction. It explicitly mentioned North 
Korea.) In addition, a leaked version of the Bush administration’s classified 
Nuclear Posture Review (January 2002 ) listed North Korea as a country 
against which the United States should be prepared to use nuclear weap-
ons. After that the leaders in Pyongyang had another reason to make their 
nuclear and missile program public in spite of the then ongoing charm offen-
sive towards South Korea.

Comparative Military Strengths

Background

Since there is no peace agreement between North and South Korea, in theory, 
two adversaries still remain on the Korean Peninsula, namely the Korean 
People´s Army and the People’s Liberation Army of China in the North on 
the one hand, and the United Nations Command in the South on the other. 
In reality, the PLA has not stationed troops in North Korea since 1958, while 
the U.S. forces in the South still remain. The commander of U.S. Forces Korea 
(USFK) is charged with the United Nations Command as well. In effect, the 
armed forces of South Korea have taken over most of the USFK defense 
responsibilities.109 In case of a contingency on the Korean Peninsula, the USFK 

109  U.S. Department of Defense, “2000 Report to Congress Military Situation on the 
Korean Peninsula,” September 12, 2000, http://www.defenselink.mil/news/sep2000/
korea09122000.html (accessed October 19, 2009).
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commander is in control of the operations of the U.S. Seventh Fleet and the 
Seventh U.S. Air Force Command (with bases in Japan). In Washington, dis-
cussions intensified after the 9/11 terrorist attacks about the need to reshape 
much of the U.S. military to be able to more effectively cope with changing 
global security imperatives. At stake was the option for the United States 
to be able to redeploy rapidly forces from the Korean Peninsula to other 
theaters of conflict. The U.S. troops in Korea numbered around 37,500 until 
2004, when a gradual reduction was initiated. Today they number 27,500.110 
The idea of a further reduction has been opposed by South Korea, however, 
which views the cuts in troop numbers as endangering its security.
 Growing Korean nationalism and the June 2000 inter-Korean summit 
have accelerated calls from within South Korea to reshape the structure of 
the unified command. Therefore, a negotiating procedure has been initiated, 
and in 2012, war-time control of South Korean military forces is intended to 
be transferred to the South Korean Command. The U.S. troops in Korea will 
have a supporting role.111

 After the years of famine in North Korea (1995–99), serious discussions 
were opened by the U.S. military with their South Korean counterparts 
about planning for military actions in case of a collapse of the North Korean 
regime. A kind of general conceptual plan was worked out, but in April 2005 
South Korean defense authorities rejected a contingency plan that would 
give command authority to the U.S. military in case of a North Korean col-
lapse. This was considered a sign of a certain strain within the U.S.–South 
Korean alliance. Nevertheless, the existing military operational plan for the 
armed forces, the so-called Oplan 5027-04, remained in force and has been 
revised into Oplan 5027-08. It will be used in case of any military attack from 
the North.112 The dramatic events with missile and nuclear tests during April, 
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May, and June of 2009 have, moreover, made it clearer than ever before that 
the alliance is still seen as vitally important on both sides of the Pacific.

North Korea’s Armed Forces

Probably because of its initial Soviet tutelage and the limited ground attack 
capability of North Korea’s air force, their emphasis is placed on using mas-
sive artillery firepower; North Korean ordnance factories produce a vari-
ety of self-propelled guns, howitzers, and gun-howitzers. Beginning in the 
late 1970s, North Korea began to produce a modified version of the 115 mm 
gunned T-62 tank, which was then the Soviet army’s main battle tank. In the 
1980s, in order to make the army more mobile and mechanized, there was a 
steady influx of new tanks, self-propelled artillery, armored personnel carri-
ers, and trucks. The ground forces seldom retire old models of weapons and 
tend to maintain a large equipment stock, keeping old models along with 
upgraded ones in the active forces or in the reserves. Over 90 per cent (num-
bering some one million soldiers) of all Korean People’s Army personnel are 
in the ground forces, that is, the North Korean army.113

What is Behind the Numbers today?

The situation today is radically different from what it was after the Korean 
War. The Soviet Union has been dissolved. Russia as its inheritor is a much 
weaker power and it has cancelled its defense pact with North Korea in 
1995, and discontinued free-of-charge deliveries of oil and technology. Sec-
ond, China has become an increasingly strong and rapidly modernizing 
power, yet it has done the same as Russia in demanding cash payments from 
North Korea instead of practicing barter trade. China has in fact demanded 
cash payment in hard currency from North Korea for deliveries for many 
years now, albeit not discontinuing entirely the grant deliveries of fuel oil 
and cereals.114Notably, however, China has not cancelled its mutual defense 
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pact with North Korea. Yet, it seems unlikely that China would go to war 
to defend North Korea in case of an attack by the United States, if the latter 
were provoked to take by continued North Korean efforts to produce nuclear 
weapons. 
 These developments have had an obvious effect on the military balance 
on the Korean Peninsula. During the first four decades after the Korean War, 
North Korea had a clear lead in both numbers of different kinds of weap-
ons and personnel prepared for the eventuality of war with the South. That 
is still the case as far as numbers are concerned, as previously mentioned, 
but in terms of quality North Korea’s backsliding economy has made the 
purchasing of new acquisitions and the replacement of outdated equipment 
difficult or nearly impossible. According to available information, there has 
only been one brief exception to this since around 1985. That was during the 
years immediately after the death of Kim Il-sung, when some new military 
aircraft and missiles were bought from Russia. Otherwise, purchases from 
abroad have been very limited. Domestic weapons production also seems 
to have been rather limited with the exception of research and production 
of certain missiles. Yet, U.S. military planners quote estimates indicating 
that 25–33 per cent of the North Korean GDP is used for military purposes, 
while North Korean media claim it is 15.8 per cent of the state budget.115 The 
corresponding figure for South Korea is around three per cent.116 As a very 
crude illustration of the comparison of the numbers of military personnel 
and equipment, table 1. is useful. It says nothing of organization, training, 
and consequently nothing of quality, but the sheer numbers still offer some 
interesting perspectives.
 An illustrative example of North Korea’s problems concerns the number 
of tanks at the disposal of North Korea’s army. These are said to be one-
and-a-half times as many as for South Korea. This does not reflect the fact, 

nautilus.org/DPRKBriefingBook/economy/issue.html (accessed August 15, 2003).
115  Statement before the Senate Armed Services Committee by General Thomas A. 
Schwartz, Commander in Chief United Nations Command/Combined Forces Com-
mand and Commander United States Forces Korea (2001), available at http://www.
korea.army.mil/pao/news/CINC (accessed July 2, 2009).
116  Ministry of National Defense, Republic of Korea, Defense White Paper 1999 
(Seoul: KIDA Research Cooperation Team), p. 135.
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however, that North Korean tanks are outdated and, to some extent, possi-
bly not even functioning any more. The North Korean leaders are not likely 
to have overlooked what happened to the Iraqi tank force in the deserts of 
Kuwait during the Gulf War. Called “turkey shooting” by the allied forces, 
they were able to discover, target, and hit the Iraqi tanks from the turrets of 
their own more modern and better equipped tanks before the Iraqis had even 
realized that they were under attack. In the event that they did realize it, they 
did not have the firing range to shoot back at the allied forces. 
 
table 1. Korean Armed Forces on the Korean Peninsula : Military Balance 2009 
(2004 figures in brackets)

North Korea South Korea

troops total 1,106,000 (1,082,000) 686,000 (687,000)i

Reserves 4,700,000 (4,700,000) 4,500,000 (4,500,000)

Army 950,000 (950,000) 560,000 (560,000)
Main Battle Tanks 3,500ii (“some” 3,500) 2,330iii (2,330)
Total Artillery 17,900 (10,400) 10,774 (n.a.)

Navy 46,000 (46,000) 68,000 (63,000)
Submarines “Tactical” 22iv (26) 22 (20)
Principal Surface 3 (3) 47 (39)
Combatants
Patrol and Coastal 335 (310) 75 (84)

Air Force 86,000 (86,000) 64,000 (63,000)
Total number combat ac 620 (621)v 491 (538)vi

Of which “modern” 35 (46) 357 (338)

Notes: (i) This number has been revised downwards since the inauguration of Lee Myung-
bak as South Korea’s new president in 2008, but the further planned reduction of forces has 
been interrupted after the North Korean missile and nuclear tests; (ii) T -34,T -54/-55, T62, 
Type-59; (iii) 1,000 Type 88, 80 T-80U, 400 M-47, 850 M-48; (iv) PRC Type 031/FSU Romeo. 
There were also 21 Diesel submarines, coastal, and 20 Diesel submarines, “inshore.”; (v) 
35 MIG-29A/S Fulcrum, 30 MIG.21bis Fishbed, 120 J-/(MIG21-f) Fishbed, 107 J-5(MIG-17F) 
Fresco C, 40 F-7B, Airguard, 34 Su-25 Frogfoot, 18 Su-7 Fitter, 100 J-6 (MIG-19S) Farmer B. 
(vi) 39 F-15K Eagle, 20 F-5B Freedom Fighter, 142 F-5E Tiger II, 32 F-5F Tiger II, 118 KF-16C 
Fighting Falcon, 47 KF-16D Fighting Falcon, 70 F-4E Phantom II.
Sources: International Institute for Strategic Studies, The Military Balance 2009 (London: 
Routledge, 2009).
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 Given such disadvantages, it seems unlikely that the North Korean lead-
ership would consider an attack on South Korea by conventional means as 
a serious option, not even disregarding the presence of U.S. troops, aircraft, 
and tanks. While it may have been a serious option up to around 1980 and 
possibly not unthinkable before the Gulf War in 1991, today it would seem 
unrealistic. It is still possible for North Korea to inflict a great deal of damage 
on the South, especially in Seoul and possibly with WMD, but it is unlikely 
that an attack could result in victory. 
 North Korea has seen its own conventional advantage over the South ebb 
away under pressure from economic constraints. These structural problems 
began to become serious already around 1979–80; decades of dedicated focus 
on military build-up had not helped. At first, North Korean hopes for a uni-
fication of the two Koreas by military means had to be postponed. Then, the 
continued success of South Korea’s economic policy in combination with the 
democratization process eliminated any hopes of social and political discon-
tent in the South serving to destabilize its regime. Finally, the continuation 
of North Korea’s economic woes diminished the resources needed for keep-
ing up with the South in terms of conventional weapons, and even put it at 
a disadvantage in the competition. To make matters worse, the United States 
clarified that it desired regime change in North Korea. 
 There is a paradox in North Korea’s pursuit of nuclear weapons. On the 
one hand, it is trying to achieve for itself greater security by means of nuclear 
deterrence, but, on the other hand, this in itself engenders new elements of 
insecurity because of the U.S. non-proliferation policy, which is supported by 
a large majority of states.

origin of the Six-Party talks and Its Relevance for North Korea

North Korea announced on December 12, 2002, that it was restarting the 
operation of nuclear facilities that had been frozen since 1994, and it ordered 
international monitors to leave the country. The reason given for the restart 
of operations was the need to produce electricity. This was followed up on 
January 10, 2003, with an announcement that North Korea was immediately 
withdrawing from the NPT. The withdrawal by North Korea from the NPT 
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became effective in April 2003, when the 90-day period after the withdrawal 
announcement had expired. It was the first time that any country had with-
drawn from the Treaty. Formally, North Korea was no longer bound by treaty 
obligations to refrain from the production of nuclear weapons. 
 After intense diplomatic efforts by China and the United States, the Six-
Party Talks on the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula between China, 
Japan, North Korea, Russia, South Korea, and the United States began in 
Beijing. It had not been easy to persuade North Korea to partake; it appears 
that the military had been behind much of the North Korean unwillingness. 
 According to a statement by the General Staff of the Korean People’s Army, 
published by the (North) Korean Central News Agency in May 2009 “the 
army of the DPRK has never pinned any hope on the six-party talks from 
their outset but closely followed the moves of the U.S. and Japanese aggres-
sors and the Lee group of traitors.” After the missile test and nuclear tests, 
there seems to be little reason left to doubt the correctness of the impression 
that the North Korean leadership is divided in its attitude toward both South 
Korea and the rest of the world. The dominating military circle is deeply sus-
picious and negative about engaging in closer contacts with the rest of the 
world.



ReCeNt DeVeLoPMeNtS IN NoRth 
KoReA

What Leaders in Pyongyang May Believe about U.S. 
Intentions

expectations of obama

Upon North Korea’s launch of a missile on April 5, 2009, carrying a payload 
that was said to be a research satellite, there was an intense media campaign 
in North Korea focusing on both the missile test and U.S.–North Korean rela-
tions, as well as relations between the two Koreas. Since Lee Myung-bak’s 
ascent to power, North Korea has claimed in increasingly aggressive terms, 
that South Korea’s policy is hurting bilateral relations and inflicting long-
lasting damage to the paramount aim of Korean reunification. The North 
Korean state-controlled media have at the same time been careful not to talk 
in very negative terms about the new U.S. president (only about his pre-
decessor) and have avoided any statement that could become an obstacle 
to bilateral consultations or negotiations with the United States. It can be 
said that Barrack Obama was granted a 100-day “honeymoon” period by the 
North Korean media.
 Why, then, did the North Korean regime take such drastic action in April 
2009? Ostensibly nothing of significance and known to the outside world had 
warranted such a reaction on the part of North Korea, at least not anything 
so serious so as to constitute the ”slap in the face” of the U.S. administration 
that the testing of a long-range missile and the explosion of a nuclear device 
represented. Could perhaps the North Korean regime have counted upon a 
change in U.S. foreign policy under Obama, compared to the Bush policy, so 
that they believed negotiations could be opened with the new U.S. adminis-
tration by way of provocation? To answer that question it seems appropriate 
to take a brief look at the indications of change in U.S. policy that were dis-
cernable at the time.
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 During the election campaign that led to Barack Obama’s victory, he had 
often promised to “bring change” to the foreign policy of the United States. 
Yet many commentators believed that the promised change would be mostly 
cosmetic. Obama’s foreign policy was likely to be familiar, but “conducted 
more prudently and with more appealing style” as Mark Weber said in an 
interview.117 In other words, Obama was not likely to question the basic 
premise of U.S. military interventionism, while he would try to withdraw 
from Iraq, he would increase U.S. forces in Afghanistan. He had also cho-
sen Hillary Rodham Clinton as secretary of state and kept Robert Gates as 
defense secretary, and spoke, furthermore, of “resetting” relations with Rus-
sia and initiating talks with Cuba, Iran, and Syria; but he was not expected to 
abandon the missile defense project or to give up on NATO expansion.118 
 In April 2009, the impression remained much the same. Obama had shifted 
attention from Iraq but focused on the task to “dismantle, disrupt, and defeat 
al Qaeda in Pakistan and Afghanistan.” He reached out to the Muslim world 
and announced that the detention center in Guantanamo Bay was going to 
be closed; he also tried to restore relations with Russia, saying he wanted to 
listen, not dictate, hoping to set the stage for a more cooperative foreign poli-
cy.119 He was given high marks in the Chinese media,120 but commentators 
at home pointed out that he was not likely to shy away from the use of both 
soft and hard power, including military force, and his active handling of the 
Iran nuclear issue won him praise even from the conservative “Washington 

117  Mark Weber, “Obama’s Promised Foreign Policy ‘Change’ Will Be Mostly 
Cosmetic,” Tehran Times, December 15, 2008, http://www.ihr.org/mehrinterview_
dec08.html (accessed July 20, 2009).
118  “BBC Live at Carnegie: Foreign Policy For Obama: Jessica Tuchman Mathews, Rob-
ert Kagan, George Perkovich, James Collins,” Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace, December 18, 2008, http://www.carnegieendowment.org/events/?fa=event 
Detail&id=1230 (accessed July 9, 2009).
119  Kim Ghattas, “Obama’s first 100 days: Foreign Policy,” BBC News, April 29, 2009, 
http://newsvote.bbc.co.uk/mpapps/pagetools/print/news.bbc.couk/2/hi/americas/ 
8025932 (accessed July 20, 2009).
120  “New president uses ‘Obama-ism’ in US foreign policy,” Chinadaily.com, April 
29, 2009, http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/cndy/2009-04/29/content_7726521.htm 
(accessed July 20, 2009).
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Establishment.”121 The efforts to increase pressure on the Taliban in Pakistan 
and Afghanistan also garnered him praise from security policy specialists 
like Michael O’Hanlon of the Brookings Institution.122 
 Nothing in all this indicates any substantial change in the attitude of the 
United States toward the North Korean nuclear issue or the North Korean 
regime. In North Korea, meanwhile, the foreign policy experts in Pyongyang 
keep themselves well informed and have longstanding experience; they are 
not likely to have harbored any illusions about the chances of opening talks 
by way of provocation. On the other hand, the military establishment in 
Pyongyang is far less well informed and has rarely shown any understand-
ing of the outside world. It is possible that the military scored a “victory” 
over civilian advisors by acting in the way it did to attract attention. Hillary 
Rodham Clinton herself attributed North Korea’s actions to this by stating 
that, “Pyongyang’s recent provocations are meant to attract attention from 
the Obama administration.”123 

Disillusion with obama

Since May 2009, it has been obvious that Barack Obama’s “honeymoon” 
period as far as relations with North Korea are concerned has finished. The 
United States is not only being blamed by North Korea for instigating the 
declaration of the UNSC, but also for forcing its members to accept it. The 
United States is again perceived to be the archenemy and a looming threat to 
North Korea. As a leading article in a North Korean newspaper from May 6, 
2009, stated: “The reality goes to prove that though the present U.S. adminis-
tration put up the signboard of ‘change’ and ‘multilateral cooperation diplo-

121  Fareed Zakaria, “Why Washington Worries,” Newsweek, March 14, 2009, http://
www.newsweek.com/id189240/output/print (accessed July 20, 2009).
122  Jiang Guofeng, “U.S. expert hails Obama’s Afghanistan policy,” Xinhua, July 20, 
2009, http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2009-07/20/content_11738438.htm (acc-
essed July 20, 2009).
123  “N.K. acting like ‘unruly teenagers’: Clinton,” The Korea Herald, July 21, 2009, 
http://www.koreaherald.co.kr/NEWSKHSITE/data/html_dir/2009/07/21/2009/ 
07210075.asp (accessed July 21, 2009).
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macy’ it is, in essence, pursuing a unilateral policy little different from the 
Bush administration’s.“124

 The South Korean president, meanwhile, is branded a traitor and a stooge 
of the Americans, with accusations pitched daily by the North Korean news 
agency KCNA against the South Korean leaders. There is little change with 
regard to Japan, too, because of its insistence on having the so-called abductee 
problem solved as part of the agenda of the Six-Party Talks; for not having 
made appropriate excuses for its behavior during the period when it annexed 
Korea as well as during the Second World War; and for planning a new war 
with the intent to occupy Korea again.
 This situation obviously means that the Six-Party Talks, which have rep-
resented the only meaningful way of solving the nuclear issue on the Korean 
Peninsula, have stalled and not yielded positive results, at least for the time 
being. North Korea has restarted nuclear fuel production and prepared new 
missile tests and insists on its “right to self-defense.” Nuclear fuel production 
seems to include uranium, which, if successful, could make the U.S. main-
land vulnerable to North Korean nuclear arsenal within a rather short time 
span. In light of the deterioration of the situation, representatives of both 
China and Russia, who are both permanent members of the UNSC like the 
United States, have tried to convince North Korea that it is in its interest to 
engage in discussions of the situation based on renewed Six-Party Talks.

the Perspective of hunger 

The situation in North Korea cannot be understood without examining the 
background of the hunger years 1995–2000. The lack of electricity, irrigation, 
fertilizers, fuel for transportation, and tractors in agriculture had already had 
a serious effect on production. Further, the Public Distribution System (PDS) 
experienced severe problems in keeping ratios at acceptable levels. When 
the country was struck by a number of natural calamities, beginning in the 
northeastern part of the country, relief efforts were unsuccessful, since the 
transportation system was in a bad shape. The problem worsened during 

124  “US Wrong Policy toward DPRK Rebutted,”KCNA, May 7, 2009, http://www.
kcna.co.jp/item/2009/200905/news07/20090507-07ee.html (accessed October 23, 
2009).
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1996 when new calamities hit other parts of the country. Not until 1999 did 
the situation begin to improve, and then only due to substantial amounts of 
aid that had been received through the World Food Program (WFP). Two 
American economists, Stephan Haggard and Marcus Noland, have made a 
detailed study of the hunger years in North Korea. They estimate that the 
number of deaths caused by hunger during the years 1995–2000 was between 
220,000 – an official estimate presented by a North Korean delegation – and 
3.5 million. Another study mentions 234,000 deaths, which is exclusively 
based on North Korean regional statistics, while refugees, who had access to 
internal information in Pyongyang, mention between 1 million and 2.5 mil-
lion deaths.

Dangerous Return to a Centralized economic System

During this period, relations with the West improved and Kim Jong-il intro-
duced a number of liberalization measures, which never were allowed to be 
called reforms, however. In July 2002, measures included pegging official 
prices and wages closer to market levels. Permitted individual cultivation of 
farmland increased from 100 to a maximum of 1,300 square meters, and ped-
dlers’ markets for consumer goods emerged and were allowed in 500 places; 
indeed in the cities they even took over the role of the official distribution 
system. Foreign currency shops, private restaurants, karaoke bars, rooms 
for rent, repair services, money exchanges, and private lenders all began to 
appear and were tolerated. This caused inflation and the won was devalued 
from 159 won to the dollar to more than 3,000 won on the illicit markets. The 
PDS was first abolished and then an effort was made to reintroduce it but 
failed, and it was again introduced partially in 2005 together with a ban on 
the trade of food staples. Free trade zones for foreign investors were opened 
in Rajin, Sonbong, and Sinuiju, but these were not successful, because North 
Korea as a destination simply did not attract foreign investors. In 2004, signs 
could be observed of a revised policy, and a return to the centralized eco-
nomic system was officially started in March 2005, when a number of prin-
cipal decisions were made about the need to focus, once again, on heavy 
industry and centralized planning. 
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Food and Fuel

On the level of domestic policy, it is clear that the regime in North Korea is 
now facing many challenges. In the autumn of 2008, there was severe flood-
ing, which caused rice prices on the markets to rise sharply. In 2008, the WFP 
– which has maintained a small office in Pyongyang since the years of severe 
food shortages in the 1990s – made its first new enquiry regarding the situ-
ation affecting North Korean citizens and found that food supply is again 
deteriorating:

Even with anticipated commercial imports and currently pledged 
food aid, the country will experience a cereal shortfall of 836,000 
tonnes for the 2008/2009 marketing year, leaving 8.7 million people in 
need of food assistance.125

 The WFP made an appeal in 2009 to the international community for 
donations to a renewed food aid program, but the response has been very 
slow – so far only 4.5 per cent of the requested sum has been fulfilled, and the 
WFP has renewed its appeals.126 
 South Korea, which had prepared a budget for providing 400,000 tons 
of rice and 300,000 tons of fertilizers to North Korea, did not receive any 
request from Pyongyang during 2009 and therefore has not been able to dis-
patch any of the planned contributions but allowed private NGOs to con-
tinue their activities in the North (after having stopped them as well during 
the weeks after the nuclear tests). The United States also suspended its food 
aid to North Korea and a spokesman for the State Department told the press 
that no more aid would be forthcoming until real monitoring of the use of aid 
can be guaranteed by the North Korean authorities.127

125  World Food Program, “Korea, Democratic People’s Republic (DPRK),” http://
www.wfp.org/countries/korea-democratic-peoples-republic-dprk
126  Ibid.
127  “No food for N.Korea without Monitoring, says U.S.,” The Chosun Ilbo, July 3, 2009, 
http://www.english.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2009/07/03/2009070300265.
html (accessed July 29, 2009).
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 Kim Jong-il has made frequent comments about the food shortages. Dur-
ing inspection tours at power station, ground leveling and rezoning proj-
ects, he deplored the existence of the shortages but stressed that “the state 
is strengthening material, technical and labor support to the countryside to 
solve the shortage of food on its own at any cost this year.”128 The methods 
employed involve teaching more advanced farming techniques and using 
high-yielding seeds, which need less fertilizer. Huge projects of land recla-
mation from the sea have also been ongoing since the early 1980s.129 More-
over, it is regarded as imperative to turn out “large quantities of organic 
fertilizer by combining agricultural production with stock-breeding [and to] 
send a large quantity of fertilizer to the countryside.”130 According to the 
official news agency, Kim Jong-il has also authored a pamphlet entitled The 
Position and Role of a County in Socialist Construction, clearly indicating the 
orientation and ways for settling the rural question – to radically increase the 
agricultural production.”131 
 All this activity indicates that the food supply is a growing problem, 
which, however, shall be solved according to the Juche ideology of self-suf-
ficiency. The North Korean media emphasize time and again that it is only 
under the leadership of Kim Jong-il that this goal can be achieved.132

 This challenge of nature is, of course, a serious ideological challenge as 
well. Self-sufficiency in food is the basic tenet of the Juche ideology and it 
has always been closely related to the leadership of Kim Il-sung and his son 
Kim Jong-il. If it cannot be achieved, the legitimacy of the rulers is called into 
question. Such questions will first be raised abroad, but even the strict control 
of North Korean society may not be enough to stem voices inside the country 

128  “DPRK’s Efforts to Solve Food Problem,” KCNA, February 26, 2009, www.kcna.
co.jp/item/2009/200902/news26/20090226-13ee.html (accessed July 6, 2009).
129  “Kim Jong-il Provides Field Guidance to Tideland Reclamation Site on Tae-
gye Islet,” KCNA, July 5, 2009, http://www.kcna.co.jp/index-e.htm (accessed July 6, 
2009).
130  “DPRK’s Efforts to Solve Food Problem.” 
131  “Materialisation of Kim Il-sung´s Idea of Socialist Rural Construction Called 
for,” KCNA, February 25, 2009, http://www.kcna.co.jp/index-e.htm (accessed Feb-
ruary 25, 2009).
132  “Rodong Sinmun on Kim Jong-il´s Leadership over Agricultural Revolution,” 
KCNA, http://www.kcna.co.jp/index-e.htm (accessed June 4, 2009).
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seeking to apportion responsibility for food shortages. There are continually 
signs that severe food shortages may arise again. The size of North Korea’s 
arable area is too limited to allow any margin of error in guaranteeing a suf-
ficient supply of food for the population.133

 On the July 18, 2009, furthermore, the North Korean media reported 
exceptionally severe torrential rains, especially in the central agricultural 
areas, with up to 287 millimeters recorded over a period of three hours. The 
extent of damage is unknown, but it is likely to have been considerable. The 
North Korean parliament subsequently passed a decree setting up a new 
Ministry of Foodstuff and Daily Necessities Industry.134

 The renewed food shortages occurred at an inconvenient time, when North 
Korea was having worse problems than usual with its balance of payments. 
Foreign trade statistics are not published by North Korea, but calculations by 
foreign intelligence agencies usually show figures for exports in the range of 
US$2–2.5 billion per year and import figures of US$3–4 billion.135 There are 
indications that exports have been hit by the global economic crisis and are 
in decline, while imports continue at a more steady level. China publishes its 
trade statistics with North Korea, which show that China enjoys a lion’s share 
of the North Korean trade. The deficit in trade with China grew to US$1.28 
billion during 2008, which is around 60 per cent greater than that in 2007.136 
Trade between North and South Korea has also grown during recent years, 
but it is tending toward decline again. Trade with India has also recently 
declined, reportedly because of payment difficulties. The shortage of foreign 

133  “N Korea food aid at ’critical low’,” Al Jazeera, July 2, 2009, http://english.
aljazeera.net/mritems/Images//2009/7/2/20097234848318368_5.jpg (accessed July2, 
2009).
134  “Decree of DPRK SPA Presidium Issued,” KCNA, July 22, 2009, http://www.
kcna.co.jp/index-e.htm (accessed July 27, 2009).
135  The Institute for Far Eastern Studies, Seoul, “North Korean Exports Total 1.13 
Billion USD in 2008,” July 22, 2009, http://ifes.kyungnam.ac.kr/eng/m05/s10/con-
tent.asp?nkbriefNO=296&GoP=1 (accessed July 29, 2009).
136  Jayshree Bajoria, “The China–North Korea relationship,” Backgrounder, July 
21, 2009, http://www.cfr.org/publication/11097/ (accessed July 29, 2009); “DPRK 
deepens reliance on China trade,” North Korea Economy Watch, March 5, 2009, 
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(accessed July 29, 2009).
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currency has, of course, effects also on the import of fuel, raw materials, and 
machinery for the North Korean manufacturing industry.
 The overall picture of the North Korean economy is not completely dark. 
According to the South Korean Central Bank, agriculture in North Korea 
grew by 3.7 per cent in 2008. Good seasonal performance in agriculture dur-
ing critical periods of the year had been one factor explaining the positive 
change compared to 2007 and 2006, when the economy shrank by 1 and 1.1 
per cent, respectively.137

Songun Policy as Described in North Korean Publications

There has been much speculation about the nature and strength of Kim Jong-
il’s position. It seems clear that after his father’s death, he had to greatly rely 
on the support of the military in consolidating his power position. Since then, 
military considerations have been accorded the upper hand in foreign and 
security politics. 
 It was said above that the North Korean army has never pinned any hope 
on the Six-Party Talks. There is no such explicit declaration of attitude to the 
talks from other sectors of the North Korean society. However, the official 
policy has been described by the term Songun or “army-centered politics” 
since the mid-1990s. A book explaining the Songun-style security policy of 
the DPRK to foreigners is claimed to have been written by a South Korean 
professor by the name of Kim Chol U.138 However, since it is printed and 
distributed by the Foreign Language Publishing House in Pyongyang, it can 
be assumed that it reflects what the regime considers to be a representative 
description of the reasons for its policy. It may not represent the innermost 
intentions of the leaders, but that is not important here. What matters is the 
agreed intellectual foundation for the posture that the country displays to the 
world. In a centralized society like North Korea, such documents are rarely 
published without having first been sanctioned after very careful consider-
ation by all sectors of political importance; and also the civilian sectors can 

137  “North Korean economy sees growth,” BBC News, June 28, 2009, http://news.
bbc.co.uk/2/hi/business/8123082.stm (accessed June 28, 2009).
138  It has not been possible to trace any professor with that name at any South 
Korean university.
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be assumed to have scrutinized this work. Therefore it may be worthwhile to 
take a closer look at this book. On one of the first pages, it is written: 

The advent of army-centered politics would not have been conceived 
but for the world situation in the mid-1990s. In the early 1990s, the 
socialist world became weak and broke down; the force of imperialist 
domination held sway in the world […]. Explaining this, Kim Jong-il 
defined the history of the President’s revolutionary struggle as the 
history of army-centered revolutionary leadership […]. Kim Jong-il’s 
army-centered politics is guaranteed by the political system of the 
state. The first session of the Tenth Supreme People’s Assembly of the 
DPRK held in September 1998 made amendments to the Constitu-
tion. Further, it upgraded the position and authority of the National 
Defense Commission and its Chairman to establish the political sys-
tem that gives weight to the army […]. The Chairman of the National 
Defense Commission holds the highest office in the state.139

 Later on in the book, Professor Kim writes that: 

Weak nations have no recourse to appeal even when they are dev-
astated by missile attack in broad daylight for no reason. They have 
no alternative but to die or become enslaved. Army-centered poli-
tics alone has given the enemy tit for tat, punishment without mercy 
for an arrogant use of power. After the first man-made earth satellite 
was launched in the north on August 31, 1998, relations between the 
north and the United States again worsened in the extreme […]. The 
U.S. military reported that a new plan of war against north Korea had 
been completed, and at the same time published the so-called Opera-
tion Plan 5027, a plan for a second invasion of north Korea to relieve 
its shameful defeat in the previous Korean War. The response was 
resolute and merciless. The statement of the spokesman of the Gen-
eral Staff of the Korean People’s army on December 2, 1998, declared 
that the “surgical operation-type strike” or the “pre-emptive strike” 
was not the choice of only the United States, and that this method 
was not the monopoly of the United States. He said that the strike 

139  Kim Chol U, Army-Centred Politics of Kim Jong-il (Pyongyang: Foreign Languages 
Publishing House, 2002), p. 6. 
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capability of the People’s army was unlimited, that there would be 
no escape from such a strike. Not only the United States, he said, but 
also the “ROK” army and Japan that followed it would be the target 
of the strike […].”140

 The problem of Korean reunification is also dealt with in the book: 

The United States persists with its military occupation and domina-
tion of the south, ignoring the Korean people’s desire for reunifica-
tion, and openly showing its intention to invade the north […]. The 
most desirable politics is to eliminate the root cause of the nation’s 
division and reunify the country […]. Containing the United States’ 
attempt to invade the north today means creating the precondition 
for independent national reunification and the shortcut to preventing 
the country from becoming a colony.141

 Finally, the end of the book contains the following sentences: 

In fact, the United States recognizes North Korea’s military strength 
[…]. It is common knowledge around the world that the United States 
cannot win a military confrontation against north Korea either in real-
ity, in simulation or in the future. It is because the KPA has become 
invincible thanks to the army-first policy of Kim Jong-il, and the sin-
gle-hearted unity in the army and the people of north Korea united 
around him.142

 It is debatable whether the North Korean leadership believes that the 
conventional defense forces of its country are strong enough to make their 
country equal to that of the United States. It may, however, be true that they 
fear the intentions of the United States to the extent described in this book. 
In that case, the nuclear weapons must be considered the only guarantee for 
the continued existence of the DPRK. Participation in the Six-Party Talks is, 
under such conditions, probably seen as a way of buying time, in order to 

140  Ibid., p. 28.
141  Ibid., p. 35.
142  Ibid., p. 98.
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develop domestic nuclear weapons that could plausibly function as a deter-
rent to the United States. This is, of course, speculation and not water-tight 
reasoning, but is it likely that any other sector of North Korean society would 
stand up against the military and insist on accepting offers of economic aid 
as representing sufficient gains for abandoning the foremost guarantee of the 
system’s existence? Can the outside world really mobilize enough pressure 
to force them to accept promises and “guarantees” from powers they distrust 
so deeply? It seems rather that there must first exist a radically different situ-
ation to make them do anything beyond negotiating in order to buy more 
time. Not antagonizing its only ally, China, is probably another reason. 
 North Korea may have expected a markedly different attitude from Presi-
dent Obama compared with that of George W. Bush, but a difference of the 
magnitude that could satisfy the North Korean quest for regime safety was 
perhaps never realistic. That window of opportunity anyhow seems to have 
now closed.
 North Korea has not only taken issue with the United States, South Korea, 
and Japan, but it has also confronted the entire international community. On 
April 13, 2009, the United Nations Security Council unanimously condemned 
the North Korea’s April 5 missile launch and demanded that the DPRK not 
conduct any further launches. 
 On the same day, the United Nations inspectors at the nuclear reprocess-
ing plant at Yongbyon were asked to leave the country immediately. The 
following day the DPRK foreign ministry stated that “the DPRK will never 
participate in the talks any longer nor it will be bound to any agreement of 
the six-party talks […] the DPRK will bolster its nuclear deterrent for self-
defense in every way.”143

143  “DPRK Foreign Ministry Vehemently Refutes UNSC’s ‘Presidential Statement’,” 
KCNA, April 14, 2009, http://www.kcna.co.jp/item/2009/200904/news14/20090414-
24ee.html



QUeStIoNS ABoUt NoRth KoReA FRoM 
the oUtSIDe WoRLD

Why is North Korea Presently Pushing Ahead with Its 
Nuclear Program?

It seems very probable that North Korea is determined to become a nuclear 
state and remain one. In the past, its actions and changes of position could 
be interpreted as maneuvering in the run up to new rounds of negotiations, 
at least since the beginning of the 1990s, when the first so-called nuclear cri-
sis began. It cannot be excluded that this is an important element behind 
North Korean statements and actions, but this time the situation is different 
in one fundamental way, namely that the country is now closer to becoming 
a state having nuclear weapons. It has performed two nuclear test explosions 
with devices based on plutonium. The country is believed to possess enough 
reprocessed plutonium for six to eight nuclear weapons. It has flown several 
missiles across Japan with a payload that seems to be comparable in weight 
with a plutonium-based nuclear bomb. Only one stage remains before it has 
achieved a deployable nuclear weapon. What is lacking is a full-scale test of 
a missile carrying a functioning nuclear bomb. It is true that this is a very 
difficult step to take and may require many years of continued research and 
failed efforts, but from now on, the outside world cannot know whether 
North Korea has reached the stage where it can deliver a nuclear bomb. 
 North Korea now seems to be embarking upon the production of uranium, 
which could theoretically enable its missiles to reach the U.S. mainland car-
rying a nuclear bomb. This is feasible already with the type of missiles that 
has been tested so far.144 What, then, would make North Korea take all the 
diplomatic and other risks involved in such an effort, especially considering 
the costs involved and its severe problem in food production?

144  A nuclear bomb based on uranium is lighter than one based on plutonium and, 
therefore, at least in theory can travel a longer distance with the same missile.
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 North Korean argumentation has accorded much importance to the fact 
that an agreement was made during the Six-Party Talks about the principle 
of “action for action.” In what the North Koreans say is a breach of this prin-
ciple, the United States has initiated sanctions over matters related to the Six-
Party Talks. Furthermore, the commensurate economic compensation has 
not been made to North Korea after mutually agreed actions had been taken 
by it, for instance when the cooling tower of the Yongbyon nuclear facility 
was destroyed. The continued positioning of military hardware useful for 
offensive warfare in waters near North Korea and in South Korea, further-
more, is also seen by the North as a breach of the rules of the talks. 

What Does North Korea Really Want?

Going outside the framework of the Six-Party Talks and looking at statements 
about what is perceived by the North Korean regime as elements needed 
for peace on the Korean Peninsula, four factors should be mentioned. The 
uneasy circumstances surrounding the ceasefire agreement signed after the 
Korean War is one such element, which is described as an obstacle for mutual 
trust. This is followed by arguments that cite the need for concluding a for-
mal peace treaty, and the United States is criticized for refusing to enter into 
negotiations over such an agreement. Another element is the withdrawal 
of U.S. troops from the Korean Peninsula, with all U.S. weapons, especially 
nuclear weapons. Another obstacle to peace cited by North Korea is also con-
tinuation of cooperation and common military exercises between the United 
States and North Korea’s neighbors on and around the Korean Peninsula is. 
The final and probably most problematic precondition is dissolution of the 
U.S. military agreements with Japan and South Korea. They are not often 
mentioned as preconditions as such, but they are often pointed to as obstacles 
to the creation of trust and peace. If all these preconditions are irrevocable 
and non-negotiable on the part of North Korea, there cannot be much hope 
for restarting the Six-Party Talks in a meaningful way within the near future.
 The North Korean media have said that the future of the Six-Party Talks 
depends on the abandonment of the hostile policy of the U.S. against the 
DPRK. However, after the May 5 missile launch this argument is no lon-
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ger heard. An editorial of the Minju Joson describes the situation with the fol-
lowing words: 

Under the present situation, in which international law and all other 
things are thrown into utter confusion by the U.S., the only way out 
for each nation is to build up its strength. It is the unshakable faith 
and will of the DPRK to counter the U.S. strong-arm policy with its 
own strength.145 

 There is no mentioning of conditions for restarting the talks, and seem-
ingly no willingness to accept new negotiations.

Is Succession an Issue?

There have also been speculations that the North Korean harder attitude has 
to do with internal problems in Pyongyang. Rumors about a power struggle 
inside Pyongyang over Kim Jong-il’s successor began to circulate in October 
2008, as soon as it had become clear that he had suffered from a stroke. The 
rumors resurfaced in May 2009 and indicate that his third son, Kim Jong-en, 
who is 26 years old, has been selected by his father to succeed him. Whether 
this is true or not, the fact remains that Kim Jong-il may be seriously ill and 
that his succession must be prepared for. That makes it important to shield 
the country even more from South Korean and foreign cultural and ideo-
logical influence. During a process that may take several years to stabilize, 
there must also be military security around the borders. Maximum stability 
is needed in all respects.
 The situation is not favorable in the economic field and signs of discon-
tent may appear again. However, on the whole, North Korea’s economy is 
not in such bad shape; it is only agriculture that perhaps faces the most seri-
ous problem. Since the decline of the 1990s, North Korea has experienced 
some growth in real terms. Peter Hayes, the director of the Nautilus Institute, 
has recently investigated available information about North Korea’s econ-

145  “U.S. Wrong Policy toward DPRK Rebutted,” KCNA, May 7, 2009, http://www.
kcna.co.jp/item/2009/200905/news07/20090507-07ee.html
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omy and his conclusion is that, since the year 2000, there has been at least an 
increase in real growth terms of a few per cent annually. 
 That is not much, but it does provide a certain stability. This is, further-
more, not to say that North Korea could meet any natural calamity with con-
fidence, but it is a better situation today than in 1994–95. The problem is that 
this time a debate over principles can emerge. Agriculture has been intensi-
fied to a level where not much more can be produced on the available area of 
arable land in a situation where the population continues to grow. This is at 
least the conclusion drawn by foreign experts based on information available 
from North Korea. Any significant natural calamity raises the question if the 
country would need to import food from abroad, which is impossible for the 
regime to admit openly. Self-sufficiency in food is absolutely necessary for 
independence according to the Juche philosophy, which forms the very base 
for the legitimacy of the ruling family. Any questioning of Juche would lead 
to severe problems during succession.

Succession in North Korean history

Kim Jong-il must have memories from the period leading up to his succes-
sion of his father, Kim Il-sung. It was a time when North Korea was begin-
ning to experience some difficulties. With its economy slowing down and 
China embarking on its policy of liberalization and opening up to globaliza-
tion (even if the term hardly existed at the time), many were asking whether 
North Korea should follow the Chinese example. Around this time, Kim 
Jong-il had suffered an accident and disappeared from public view in 1977; 
he was not seen again for nearly two years. There was much speculation and 
many believed that he had been eliminated from the succession. When he 
reappeared in 1978, rumors circulated that he was in favor of North Korea 
following the Chinese example. Kim Il-sung finally nominated him as his 
successor during the party congress in 1980, and at the same time Kim Jong-
il denounced the Chinese example and proclaimed the continuation of the 
Juche policy, central planning, and a focus on heavy industry. Kim Jong-il 
must have remembered this period as unpleasant, and therefore wishes to 
protect his own chosen successor, whoever it is, from a similar experience of 
being a supposed symbol of a policy that he may not even have sympathized 
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with. In an uncertain situation, Songun policy and Juche can be used as 
instruments to keep the population under control and to insulate the country 
from foreign influences.

Are Lessons from history Being Implemented?

There are some signs that the above reasoning may not be too far off the 
mark. During the autumn of 2008, the North Korean media continued their 
verbal attacks on President Georg W. Bush and U.S. policy in general. As 
soon as Barack Obama had been elected, however, the attacks on U.S. policy 
became less vitriolic, and there were no attacks on Obama himself. Instead, 
there were statements by Obama about a willingness to enter into a dialogue 
with North Korea, in itself an important signal, but obviously not enough for 
the impatient North Korean regime, as evidenced by the missile test in April 
2009. President Obama also called the launch a “provocative act.” Secretary 
of State Hillary Rodham Clinton said in a statement that the DPRK reaction 
to the UNSC statement was “unnecessary” and a serious step in the wrong 
direction. She also said that the U.S. hoped to discuss the matter with its 
allies and partners “and eventually with the North Koreans.”146

 The North Korean leadership may have expected an invitation from 
Obama to talk about the situation, but it was not forthcoming. Instead Japan’s 
prime minister and the South Korean president agreed to urge the U.S. presi-
dent to take the initiative in the UN, which they succeeded in doing. The 
Security Council subsequently condemned the DPRK’s April 5 missile launch 
and demanded that it not conduct any further launch. On the following day, 
the DPRK Foreign Ministry stated that “the DPRK will never participate in 
the talks any longer nor it will be bound to any agreement of the six-party 
talks […] the DPRK will bolster its nuclear deterrent for self-defense in every 
way.”147 

146  “US denounces North Korean threat,” Aljazeera.net, June 16, 2009, http://
english.aljazeera.net/news/asia-pacific/2009/06/2009614035051320.html 
(accessed March 29, 2010).
147  “DPRK Ministry Vehemently Refutes UNSC’s ‘Presidential Statement’,” KCNA, 
April 14, 2009.
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 This means that the Six-Party Talks, which have represented the only 
meaningful way so far of solving the nuclear issue on the Korean Penin-
sula have ended without positive result, at least for the time being. Seen in 
this light, it is only a natural consequence that North Korea also made a test 
explosion of a nuclear device on May 25, which marked the end of the cau-
tious “honeymoon” period granted to President Obama by North Korea. The 
Pyongyang media are again full of invectives against the U.S. president and 
U.S. policy. It may be possible that coordinated efforts by the United States 
and China may force North Korea back to the Six-Party Talks in Beijing, but it 
is unlikely that North Korea really will negotiate actively and accept compro-
mises and binding obligations, now that it has reached the status of a nuclear 
nation (if only in theory).
 In an article by Peter Hayes, which has been mentioned before in this 
report, he lists all the problems that North Korea has to solve before it has a 
functioning nuclear weapon and not only a “device.” He admits, however, 
that the outside world no longer can know exactly whether North Korea can 
deliver a nuclear weapon to a place where it wants it to explode, and that 
this ambiguity is enough to function as a deterrence during times of peace; 
in the sense that anybody wishing to attack North Korea would have to think 
twice. This may indeed be the minimum margin of safety that the regime has 
wished to obtain, in order to safeguard the country’s peaceful functioning 
according to Songun and Juche policies, without the threat of disturbance 
from South Korea and other foreign ideas or threats. 



KoReAN StRUCtUReS DRIFtING APARt

To better understand the behavior of North Korea in its relations with the 
outside world, one has to try to understand what is happening in long-term 
relations between the two Koreas – the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
(North Korea) and the Republic of Korea (South Korea). Korea was once one 
country but separation has made the two new countries develop increasingly 
significant differences in political, economic, social, and cultural dimensions 
that cannot be ignored.

Political Systems

In South Korea, liberalization has continuously taken place after an initial 
period of plan-economy in the 1960s. Today South Korea has a modern indus-
trialized and liberalized economy and is a member of the OECD. In North 
Korea society has remained collectivized. The nationalization of industry, 
transport communications, and banking took place already in 1946 and was 
followed by the collectivization of agriculture. Political indoctrination was 
intensified from 1957, in connection with the launching of the so-called Juche 
policy of self-sufficiency. For over half a century, North Korean citizens have 
been isolated from information from the outside world and the media has 
been an instrument used exclusively for political propaganda.
 As a result the North Koreans do not have access to foreign radio or tele-
vision; there are also almost no foreigners living in North Korea. Until 1995, 
moreover, there was a strict system for controlling the political reliability of 
citizens, with one person in every apartment block acting as an informant; 
this person was responsible for ten families, who in turn reported to a more 
senior person responsible for a hundred families. These persons were sup-
posed to visit families’ apartments regularly and report on political inclina-
tions and behavior. This information was then channeled through the system 
to the higher echelons. Citizens were supposed to participate in “voluntary” 
work one or two evenings a week and participate in political manifestations 
on Saturdays, when they also were engaged in political study groups. A 
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system of regular “self criticism” or “self improvement” sessions has been 
psychologically hard for many individuals.148 During the hunger years in the 
1990s, this system was partially abolished, but it has been reintroduced albeit 
in a milder form, according to refugees. Self-criticism is for instance report-
edly not as “torturing” as it has once been, but otherwise most of the old 
forms of societal control are in force again. Marriages are still controlled by 
the state, citizens are categorized in different classes according to political 
reliability, and there is no discernable religious activity.149 Basically, Confu-
cian values, with respect for authority, tight family connections, and rever-
ence for the male as head of the household, remain strong. 
 On the other hand, South Korea has developed into a democracy. Trade 
unions and student movements pushed hard for political liberalization in 
the 1980s, and after 1987, what had in fact been an almost dictatorial system 
evolved into a parliamentarian democracy, albeit one which is sometimes 
criticized. In addition, a flourishing civil society has developed in South 
Korea. Many activities that are carried out by the state or municipalities in 
other countries are performed by NGOs in South Korea.150 According to a 
UN survey, 77 per cent of the population said in 2004 that they trust Korean 
NGOs – which is higher than that for any other country.151

economic and Social Attitudes

The differences between the societies in North and South Korea are not only 
political and cultural in nature, but they are also economic and social. North 
Korea is still an agricultural society in many respects, while South Korea is 
industrialized and urbanized. Again some figures can serve to illustrate the 
differences. In South Korea, 47.3 per cent of the workforce worked in agricul-
ture in 1967, while in 2005 that figure had dropped to 3.2 per cent, according 

148  Andrei Lankov, North of the DMZ: Essays on Daily Life in North Korea (Jefferson, 
N.C.: McFarland & Co, 2007), pp. 35–37.
149  Ibid., pp. 66–69. 
150  Joo Sung-soo, “NGO Revolution Reshapes Society,” in The Korea Herald, ed., 
Insight into Korea: Understanding challenges of the 21st century (Seoul: Herald Media, 
2007), p. 27.
151  Ibid., p. 26.
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to UN statistics. In North Korea, 44.7 per cent of the workforce was engaged 
in agriculture in 1967, and in 2005 that figure remained as high as 37 per 
cent.152 These statistics can be questioned since they come from an admittedly 
potentially biased source, namely CIA. It is, however, supported by UN sta-
tistics,, which show that the value added by agricultural production was as 
high as 25 per cent of GDP in 2007, while the corresponding figure for South 
Korea was only 3 per cent.153

 Much as a consequence of urbanization, there has been a certain break-
down of family roles in South Korea; generation gaps have widened, too. To 
illustrate this statement a few statistics should be cited. One important devel-
opment is the number of women exchanging the home for the workplace (as 
in the North, but for different reasons). In other words, women’s roles are 
changing in the South. In 1989, each woman bore an average of 1.6 children, 
while in 2005 the figure was only 1.1, which is one of the lowest rates in the 
world. In 1975, 12.8 per cent of families were headed by a woman. In 2005, 
19.5 per cent of families had a woman as head of the family.154 South Korea is 
also becoming a multicultural society, and this development is taking place 
astonishingly fast. In 1990, only 1.2 per cent of marriages involved a foreign 
spouse. By contrast, in 2005, this figure had risen to 13.6 per cent.155 Attitudes 
to the outside world are becoming very “globalized.” In August 2007, only 
26.7 per cent of interviewed persons said that ethnic homogeneity – which 
has characterized South Korea until now – is “a proud legacy,” while 72.6 per 
cent said that there was “no reason to stick to that.”156

 South Koreans are an increasingly religious people, but they belong to 
different religions. In 1985, a slight majority of 52.9 per cent said that they 

152  Central Intelligence Agency, The World Fact-Book, http://www.cia.gov/library/
publications/the-world-factbook/geos/kn.html (accessed December 17, 2009).
153  National Accounts Main Aggregates Database, http://unstats.un.org/unsd/
snaama (accessed December 17, 2009).
154  John Lie, “Implications of Demographic Changes in Korea,” in The Korea Her-
ald, ed., Insight into Korea, p. 190.
155  Ibid., p. 200.
156  “What Koreans Really Think about Ethnic Homogenity,” The Chosun Ilbo, 
September 6, 2007, http://english.chosun.com/w21data/html/news/200709/2007090 
60019.html (accessed December 17, 2009).
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were not affiliated to any religion, but in 2005 only 44.9 per cent gave the 
same answer. Christianity is having an increasing influence. In 1974, 23.4 
per cent of the population was Christian, but in 2005, 29.2 per cent said that 
they were either Protestants or Catholics.157 This increase of Christian influ-
ence may be explained by the obvious impact of “Western” values, especially 
individualism and the pursuit of self-realization. Further, it is this latter phe-
nomenon that refugees from North Korea during interviews repeatedly cite 
as the most problematic feature of life in the South that they have difficulties 
in adapting to; it should be mentioned that such statements are often made 
spontaneously, without being the answer to any direct question.

the Military

Another important difference between North and South is the militarization 
of the North Korean society and demilitarization in the South. At the start of 
the Korean War, the South Korean military was deficient and lacked equip-
ment. After three years of bitter fighting, however, the role of the military 
had strengthened in South Korea and generals were presidents, and even 
dictators, for several decades. When the democratization process began 
toward the end of the 1970s, the influence of the military gradually declined. 
Today, South Korea has a population of about 49 million and maintains about 
650,000 men under arms, a figure that has been reduced by 40,000 since 2005. 
Military expenditures correspond to about 3.5 per cent of GDP, and con-
scripts serve for a period of 24 months. Regular officers are often academics 
with civilian degrees and many have good language skills. 
 North Korea, on the other hand, has a population of about 23 or 24 mil-
lion and possesses an army of 1.2 million men. Military expenditures corre-
spond to at least 15 per cent of GDP according to official statistics, but is in 
reality between 17 and 25 per cent.158 Conscripts also serve for a longer time 

157  James H. Grayson, “Korea’s Religious Traditions: Analytical Overview,” in The 
Korea Herald, ed., Insight into Korea, p. 302.
158  Hong Song-kuk, “North Korean GNI Distribution Structure and Per Capita 
Consumption,” North Korean Studies Review, Vol. 34, No. 1 (2009), http://www.korea
focus.ur.kr (accessed December 17, 2009).
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than in South Korea, 42–48 months. Training emphasizes memorization and 
repetition, language skills other than Russian are rare, and the military are 
not supposed to fraternize with civilians for reasons of secrecy and security. 
Nonetheless, military considerations have priority in all forms of planning 
and the military enjoy the highest status among the population.

Prospects for Unification on the Korean Peninsula?

The political and social structures in the two Koreas are becoming increas-
ingly different, as in the case of divided Germany during the Cold War. The 
difference is that in Germany’s case, the division of the country existed for 
43 years, whereas in Korea the separation now spans more than 65 years and 
is reaching a point where reunification is looking increasingly unrealistic, at 
least in the way and at the speed that it was achieved in Germany. The costs 
associated with reunification also seem to have become overwhelming. 
 Until recently, it was regarded as a “holy” duty for every Korean, both 
in the North and the South, to promote reunification. That feeling of duty 
to the fatherland is noticeably waning in the South. The leadership in the 
North, meanwhile, must also be aware of the problems the North Korean 
population would be confronted with in a unified Korea, where two thirds 
of the population would be composed of South Korean citizens who would 
be considerably richer and have a very different outlook to their Northern 
counterparts. Accordingly, rhetorical statements about reunification today 
ring somewhat hollow, certainly when they come from the South, but also to 
some extent when they come from the North.



the SoUth KoReAN VIeW oN KoReAN 
ReUNIFICAtIoN

by Sangsoo Lee

Ever since Korea was divided into two parts some six decades ago, the 
Korean people have desired a reunified Korea. Many South Koreans have 
envisaged a rosy picture that the future of Korean reunification can make 
a stronger country than ever before: it is estimated that a reunified Korea, 
through the combining of the armed forces of the two Koreas, would create 
the second largest armed forces in the world.159 A surprise prediction was 
recently released by the U.S. investment bank Goldman Sachs. It claimed 
that a united Korea — combining Asia’s fourth biggest economy with one of 
its poorest — could surpass Germany or Japan in economic might in the next 
30–40 years.160 Such predictions, however, belie the other obstacles on the 
road to achieving a united Korea. Furthermore, it seems that recently South 
Koreans have increasingly begun to reconsider reunification focusing on the 
benefits it would entail, rather than unquestioningly pursuing the long-held 
dream of one Korea.
 The purpose of this chapter is to explore and examine the evolving views 
of South Koreans on the future of reunification and what they believe is the 
best way to accomplish it. It also attempts to present the diversity of views on 
reunification among different generations in South Korea.

the Reunification Policy of South Korean Governments

Since the division of Korea in 1948, South Korean governments have adopted 
different policies toward reunification. After Japan’s defeat in World War 

159  Colonel David Coghlan, “Prospects from Korean Reunification,” Strategic Stud-
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II, Korea was divided into two administrative zones on either side of the 
38th parallel, and it was also separated by ideological orientations, with the 
communist North coming under the influence of the Soviet Union, and the 
South adopting a liberal democratic system heavily influenced by the United 
States. The division of the Korean Peninsula was seen as temporary and as 
an arrangement imposed by outside powers. The Korean War (1950–53) saw 
attempts by both sides to achieve unification by force but to no avail. The 
1953 armistice agreement effectively cemented the division, but no one imag-
ined that Korea would remain divided up until the present day. 
 Syngman Rhee was elected as the first president of South Korea in 1948. 
He pursued strong anti-communist and anti-Japanese policies for the pur-
poses of nation building. During the Park Chung-hee regime from 1961 to 
1979, anti-communism combined with nationalism was emphasized as the 
governing ideology of the South Korean state. Hence, a largely antagonistic 
relationship between North and South Korea continued until the 1970s, when 
the South Korean economy surpassed that of North Korea. The increased 
economic capacity of the South contributed to changing its view on reunifi-
cation to one of pursuing a more peaceful path rather than by force. On July 
4 in 1972, both Seoul and Pyongyang announced the Joint Statement and 
agreed that reunification would occur peacefully, even though there was a 
big ideological gap between the two about how this was to be achieved. 1972 
was however a turning point, and the desire of Koreans for peaceful reuni-
fication was enhanced by nationalist sentiments in spite of the existence of a 
lingering tensions and animosities. In the wake of German reunification in 
1989, as well as other events such as the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 
1991, the death of North Korea’s supreme leader Kim Il-sung in 1994, and 
the famine in North Korea in the 1990s, the issue of reunification has been 
turned on its head by North’s considerably weakened position vis-à-vis 
the South. Accordingly, many people assumed that reunification would be 
achieved by the absorption of North Korea by the South.161 Many went fur-
ther and predicted when reunification would occur: in 1996, the then director 
of the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency predicted the collapse of North Korea 
within three years; the U.S. Commander in Korea forecasted collapse within 

161  Coghlan, “Prospects from Korean Reunification,” p. 2.
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“a very short period”; while in 1992, one academic predicted reunification 
“certainly by 2000; probably 1995; possibly much sooner.”162 Predictions of 
North Korean collapse and its absorption by the South stoked much of the 
fervor for reunification among South Koreans throughout the 1990s. 
 Kim Dae-jung’s victory in the presidential election on December 18, 1997, 
further served to break the mould of previous governments in terms of the 
issue of reunification.163 Accordingly, it also spelled a new period for inter-
Korean relations with the launch of Kim Dae-jung’s “recognition and coop-
eration policy,” known as the Sunshine Policy. Underpinning the policy was 
a realization that the North Korean system, whatever its weaknesses, was 
not likely to collapse that soon and that any collapse would, in any case, 
have severe repercussions for the South.164 During the period when the South 
Korean government pursued the Sunshine Policy, the Kim Dae-jung govern-
ment was able to partially overcome North Korea’s hostility and achieve some 
degree of reconciliation with the North in regard to reunification. However, 
on a societal level, the historic summit meeting in 2000 between Kim Dae-
jung and Kim Jong-il, the two leaders of the South and the North, heightened 
the confusion by blurring ideological distinctions for the younger genera-
tion, who had not been exposed to the Korean War, and by causing anxiety 
among the older generation that the nation was going socialist.165 
 Kim Dae-jung’s successor as president, Roh Moo-hyun, continued the 
Sunshine approach. However, a turning point was reached when North 
Korea conducted a nuclear test in 2006, which was seen as a stab in the back 
of South Korea. Critics now claimed that the Sunshine Policy centered on the 
unconditional allocation of aid had just helped North Korea to develop its 

162  Aidan Foster-Carter, a British expert on the Korea, made this prediction. See 
Marcus Noland, Korea After Kim Jong-il (Washington, D.C.: Institute for International 
Economics, 2004), p. 12; Coghlan, “Prospects from Korean Reunification,” p. 1.
163  Gabriel Jonsson, Torwards Korean Reconciliation: Socio-cultural exchanges and coop-
eration (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006), pp. 58–60; Aidan Foster-Carter, “The Republic of 
Korea,” The Far East and Australasia, 2007 (London: Routledge, 2006), p. 594.
164  Sangsoo Lee and Alec Forss, “The 17th South Korean Presidential Election: No 
More Sunshine for North Korea? Institute for Security and Development Policy, 
Policy Paper (December 2007), p. 6.
165  Lee On-jook, “Quo Vadis Korea?” in Kim Kyong-dong, ed., Social Change in 
Korea, Insight into Korea Series, Vol. 2 (Seoul: Jimoondang, 2008), p. 324.
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nuclear program. Since Lee Myung-bak took office in 2008, he has criticized 
the Sunshine Policy of Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun as tantamount to 
“appeasement,” making it clear that future South Korean aid and coopera-
tion will be made contingent on tangible moves by North Korea to disman-
tle all of its nuclear weapons.166 At the same time, Lee Myung-bak’s revised 
policy has made it clear that reunification will not be achieved in the short 
term. Instead, this policy has been replaced with a less idealistic and more 
pragmatic approach in South Korea. In view of the huge impact it would 
have on its society, short-term reunification is not in its interest, and the pres-
ent government under Lee Myung-bak has no intention of encouraging it.167

Gradual Unification

It is clear that a large majority of South Koreans publicly support the reuni-
fication of Korea. However, the South Koreans’ view of reunification has, 
recently, undergone a dramatic change after the observation that Korea, in 
spite of ten years of Sunshine Policy, is no closer to reunification. Today’s 
South Koreans would seem to favor gradual reunification instead. According 
to a survey which polled 1,000 people nationwide by the Advisory Coun-
cil on Democratic and Peaceful Unification in March 2009, 63.9 per cent of 
respondents said they would rather see a gradual unification of Korea, up 
from 14.6 per cent in 2006. Only 17.2 per cent of the respondents said the 
two Koreas must be reunified immediately, while 12.2 per cent preferred a 
divided peninsula; 6.6 per cent said reunification would be impossible.168 
Thus, more than six out of ten South Koreans prefer a gradual reunification 
of the Korean Peninsula. Meanwhile, a survey conducted in 2000 – the year 
of the historical North–South Summit – showed that 43.8 per cent of people 
believed Korea would be reunited within ten years, with 64.2 per cent of the 
view, in 2005, that the two Koreas must be reunified immediately.169 

166  Lee and Forss, “The 17th South Korean Presidential Election,” p. 11.
167  Ministry of Unification, Road to Unification (Seoul 2007). 
168  Advisory Council on Democratic and Peaceful Unification, 2009도 국민통일여론
조사보고서 [The 2009 Report on Survey for People’s View on Reunification], March, 
2009.
169  This was based on a poll of high-school students in 2000 at the height of the 
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 A more recent 2009 survey indicates that South Korea today is bitterly 
divided with differing opinions over reunification; this is particularly the 
case between generations. 70.9 per cent of people aged 30–39, and 71.9 per 
cent aged 40–49 said that gradual reunification would be the best way to 
integrate two countries which display very different economic and political 
systems. Meanwhile, 30.2 per cent of those aged 20–29 have a more negative 
view on reunification; they hope to maintain the status quo, or disapprove of 
the efforts to reintegrate the peninsula. This percentage purporting negative 
views is higher than the average across all ages, which is 18.8 per cent.170 The 
survey reveals that it is the younger generation in particular that has become 
skeptical about unification, believing that South Korea has more to lose than 
to gain by reunification. On the other hand, according to this survey, 47.3 per 
cent of the public consider North Korea as a partner that South Korea must 
embrace; meanwhile, 41.6 per cent of people still maintain an image of North 
Koreas as an “enemy.”171 According to another survey which canvassed the 
opinions of 1,000 young South Koreans born after 1980, 60.2 per cent said 
that it is possible North Korea will conduct a war in the future. This was up 
from the previous year by 11.6 per cent (48.6%).172 Meanwhile, South Korea’s 
so-called 3-8-6 generation people born in the sixties and who entered college 
in the 1980s, participating in student movements opposed to the military 
regime in South Korea, referred to North Korea as a partner. In the course 
of the struggle of many activist university students (of the 3-8-6 generation) 
against the authoritarian rule of the military regimes of Park Chung-hee and 
Chun Doo-hwan, their view on North Korea was affected. This, in a sense, 
meant that national unification as the supreme goal could embrace commu-
nism or even the Juche ideology, with anti-Americanism as a centripetal force 
to bolster national integration.173 It is no secret in South Korea that pro-North 
Korea supporters almost exclusively belong to the relatively “progressive” 

Sunshine Policy’s “success.” By 2002, in other polls, the figure had dropped signifi-
cantly. See Jonsson, Towards Korean Reconciliation, pp. 196, 211–12.
170  Advisory Council on Democratic and Peaceful Unification, 2009도 국민통일여론조
사보고서.
171  Ibid.
172  Ibid.
173  Lee, “Quo Vadis Korea?” p. 324.
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sectors of the 3-8-6 generation. In contrast, the older generation (ages 50–69) 
has not changed its negative feeling about the communist North Korea. On 
the other hand, the older generation people take the issue of reunification 
more seriously. It is because this generation has a strong national identity 
of Korea being one country. Some of them still have family members in the 
North, which makes them feel more strongly about unification. Meanwhile, 
the most important driving factor which makes young people want unifi-
cation is the prospect that Korea can have greater “economic power” and 
being a “peaceful country,” rather than being emotionally tied to the idea of 
one ethnic Korea. In other words, the motivation for unification has increas-
ingly focused on a desire to make South Korea stronger, rather than desires 
to reunite a divided nation or assist those living in the North. These survey 
results suggest that unification for young people would only be acceptable if 
there were net benefits for South Korea and themselves. Increasingly, young 
people in the South are defining themselves as South Koreans whose national 
interests lie solely with South Korea, not Korea as a whole.174

Why South Koreans Prefer Gradual Reunification?

Why do most South Koreans think that it is better to wait and not to rush 
into reunification? It seems that many people in South Korea remain con-
cerned that reunification could have a negative impact on South Korea, or 
themselves, for instance by bringing about social instability, harming the 
economy, and causing cultural confusion since Korea’s separation for more 
than six decades has left many differences between Koreans in the north and 
in the south. For ordinary people, unification is not only a matter of integra-
tion of territories and governments, but also the successful convergence of 
culture, economy, way of life, and thinking as a whole, all of which would be 
decisive for the way of life in a unified Korea. 
 Firstly, there is cultural gap between South and North Koreans even 
though they are of the same ethnicity and share the same history and 

174  “The Resumption of North-South Korean Family Reunifications,” Korean Unifi-
cation Studies, August 28, 2009, http://koreanunification.net/2009/08/28/the-resump
tion-of-north-south-korean-family-reunifications/ (accessed November 18, 2009).
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language. According to a survey which polled 600 North Korean defec-
tors living in South Korea, they cited significant problems for unification as 
being the South Koreans’ “different way of thinking” and “individualistic 
behavior” (65.6%) and the economic disparity between the North and South 
(25%). Interestingly, they pointed out that cultural differences (42%) were 
a bigger problem than political differences (11%).175 This contradicts those 
who argue that cultural homogeneity among North and South Koreans has 
been preserved despite the division of the country. The cultures of the two 
Koreas have diverged significantly since Korea was divided, even though the 
older generation in South Korea still has a strong adherence to family ties. 
This generation views the Korean people as one family, especially as many 
of them have family members in North Korea. On the other hand, rapidly 
adjusting to cultural globalization, advanced information technology, and 
the increasing global flow of cultural commodities are continuing to change 
South Korean society and especially affects the younger generation. Recently, 
there has even been a trend in South Korea of weakening the fundamental 
character of what up until recently has largely been a homogeneous coun-
try, but which is now changing into a more multi-cultural and multi-ethnic 
society. It seems that South Korea is forging its own self-identity. Meanwhile, 
North Korea has been isolated for a long time with the population having 
experienced little other than a highly centralized Confucian authority and 
strong military culture. In addition, North Korea still strongly emphasizes 
the spirit of “By Our Nation Itself.” As the two societies have grown apart, 
South Koreans have come to see North Koreans as an impoverished people 
in a different nation and have a negative attitude toward North Koreans. In 
particular, young people in South Korea increasingly consider themselves 
part of a distinct South Korean nation rather than part of a single Korean 
nation. Therefore, it is the extreme differences of North and South Korean 

175  A psychiatrist at Yonsei University Medical School in Seoul has studied 600 
North Korean defectors living in South Korea. He sees the ”unification of hearts” as 
the prerequisite for the political and geographical unification of the two Koreas. See 
Sunny Lee, “Defectors reveal hard road to Korea reunification,” Asia Times Online, 
September 5, 2007, http://www.atimes.com/atimes/Korea/II05Dg01.html (accessed 
November 9, 2009).
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culture, values, and lifestyles that potentially appear as one of the greatest 
obstacles to future reunification.
 Secondly, a negative image of North Korea is a major explanation for 
the obvious lack of will toward unification among young South Koreans, 
who are instead coming to regard national division as the natural state of 
affairs.176 As the old generation dies out, the sense of brotherhood or family 
is being replaced by a negative image of North Korea regarding its nuclear 
threat and human rights abuses. The South Korean government’s decades-
long anti-North Korea education combined with North Korea’s overbearing 
and arrogant approach to the South is also a main contributor to South Kore-
ans harboring a negative image of communist North Korea, which serves to 
heighten distrust. Events such as when a South Korean tourist was shot dead 
by a North Korean soldier in the Kumgangsan resort area, and when North 
Korea unleashed columns of water from its Hwanggang Dam with the floods 
sweeping away six South Koreans, have only served to deepen the sense of 
distrust and disappointment vis-à-vis North Korea. 
 Thirdly, many experts have stated that Korean unification would have to 
be achieved by a gradual, step-by-step approach, because any sudden uni-
fication would pose an enormous financial burden on South Koreans, with 
parallels being drawn with German reunification. Many South Koreans also 
believe that a hasty reunification could bring about an enormous economic 
burden on the South. In fact, South Koreans are concerned the economic 
burden will directly affect, and almost certainly detract from, the South 
Korean standard of living. The costs of Korean reunification have been plau-
sibly estimated by several sources including the World Bank to be as high 
as US$ 2–3 trillion, about five or six times South Korea’s GDP.177 In fact, it is 
clear that South Korea will be unable to absorb the economic cost by itself. 
Regarding financial responsibility for reunification, according to a survey 
by the Advisory Council on Democratic and Peaceful Unification in March 
2009, 49.4 per cent of South Koreans stated they were willing to shoulder 
the financial burden imposed by reunification, while 50.6 per cent of people 

176  Jonsson, Torwards Korean Reconciliation, p. 201.
177  Charles Wolf, Jr., Straddling Economics and Politics: Cross-Cutting Issues in Asia, 
the United States, and the Global Economy (Santa Monica, CA: RAND, 2002), p. 202. 
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said they were not willing to pay; the latter figure represented an increase 
of 5.6 per cent from 2008. Regarding the amount, donating less than 100,000 
won (US$90) per year accounted for 41.6 per cent of those willing to pay 
the financial costs of reunification; 28.2% of people said that they would be 
able to afford to pay between 100,000 and 190,000 won. Meanwhile, as to the 
question of humanitarian aid toward North Korea, 52.2 per cent of South 
Koreans answered that the government should support humanitarian aid 
depending on South-North relations; 28.9 per cent said that unconditional 
aid should be stopped; while 13.5 per cent of people said that they opposed 
all humanitarian support to North Korea.178 It can be argued that this trend 
had already become apparent during the Sunshine Policy pursued by Kim 
Dae-jong and Roh Moo-hyun. The majority of South Koreans say that poli-
cies like those of Kim Dae-jung that “gave too much for nothing” must be 
stopped, while some South Koreans still agree with the principle of the Sun-
shine Policy that has created a certain level of peaceful relations with North 
Korea. In the lead up to the first North–South summit in 2000, economic aid 
poured into North Korea, with a five-fold increase in inter-Korean trade in 
1998–2005 of US$1 billion.179 However, Kim’s Sunshine Policy toward Pyong-
yang, especially “unconditional aid to the North,” was sharply criticized by 
majority of people in South Korea, with the opinion expressed that uncon-
ditional aid facilitated the development of North Korean nuclear weapons. 
The cost of reunification has long been seen as one of the biggest obstacles to 
Korean reunification, and in light of this economic burden, perhaps a grad-
ual reunification by stealth – seeking to penetrate North Korea through the 
spreading of the South Korean economic system and slowly absorbing North 
Korea – would be more preferable to most South Koreans. 
 In sum, the trend in regard to South Koreans’ views on reunification is 
shifting away from the old emotionally-charged and nationalistic fever of 
Korean unity to a more pragmatic approach. The South Korean government 
has also realized that an immediate unification will not only be impossible, 

178  Advisory Council on Democratic and Peaceful Unification, 2009도 국민통일여론조
사보고서.
179  Samuel S. Kim, North Korean Foreign Relations in the Post-Cold War World (Carl-
isle, PA: Strategic Studies Institute, U.S. Army War College, 2007), pp. 76–77.
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but it would also be a mistake. There is simply too big an economic gap 
between the two, with two radically different political systems in place, and 
a cultural gap that has made the cultures in the two state on the Korean 
Peninsula evolve into two separate cultures. In order to minimize the gap 
between North and South as much as possible, South Koreans favors reuni-
fication in the shape of a gradual process that slowly changes North Korea, 
especially its economy. The South would probably see some benefits from a 
gradual process of reunification. In fact, South Koreans want to see a united 
Korea that bolsters South Korea’s economy by utilizing North Korea’s cheap 
labor force and abundant natural resources. On the other hand, a peaceful 
dividend could also bring certain economic benefits due to reduced military 
expenditures.180 Therefore, it seems that even if the Kim Jong-il regime did 
suddenly collapse, South Koreans would favor installing an interim govern-
ment in Pyongyang until the North caught up with the South economically. 
South Korea is also likely to try to share the economic burden with other 
countries, including the United States, Japan, and China, as much as possible 
in building up North Korea’s economy. 

180  Michael Schuman, “Reunification,” The Times, August 25, 2003, http://www.
time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,501030901-477994,00.html



DID the CoLD WAR eND IN the SAMe 
WAy IN ASIA AS IN eURoPe?

the Cold War Also Began in Northeast Asia

The strategic situation on the Korean Peninsula was created by the same fac-
tors that sowed the seeds of the emerging Cold War in Europe/the rest of the 
world/other parts of the world, and the ensuing war there served as a stark 
warning to the world about the dangers that were in the offing. Accordingly, 
it made political and military actors think twice about escalating tensions 
between countries in the “East” and “West” that could trigger a major con-
flict. Such a conflict could become extremely costly, as was demonstrated by 
Korea, and it could involve nuclear weapons, a danger that became evident 
during the last negotiations about an armistice agreement at the end of the 
Korean War.
 For both China and the Soviet Union, the end of the Korean War meant a 
limit to the extension of communist influence in Asia – and for China a limit 
to the extension of its territorial ambitions. For the United States it meant 
a need to stay in the Western Pacific with a military presence to protect its 
defense perimeter as defined during the war.
 During World War II the war in the Pacific had basically been a struggle 
between the United States and Japan. It was not until the Yalta Conference 
in 1945 between the three great powers, the United States, the Soviet Union, 
and the United Kingdom, that a decision about Soviet participation in the 
war against Japan was taken – and then in the form of a secret protocol added 
to the general agreement. It stipulated that the Soviet Union should declare 
war on Japan not later than three months after the capitulation of Germany.181

 On August 10, 1945, when the collapse of Japan was certain, Soviet troops 
entered Korea from the north.182 The U.S. forces were engaged in the Western 

181  Svensk uppslagsbok, Vol. 14 (Malmö: Förlagshuset Norden, 1955), p. 998.
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Government Printing Office, 1976), p. 27.
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Pacific and in Japan, and did not enter Korea until September 8.183 The Soviet 
forces not only introduced Kim Il-sung as a local political leader in Pyong-
yang, but also supported the installation of a “Korean People’s Republic” 
in Seoul, without having taken direct military control over that part of the 
country. That government, however, was not recognized by U.S. troops when 
they later entered Seoul and took control over the city. According to a pre-
viously made plan by the Allied forces, the forces from the North and the 
South were to meet at the 38th parallel and accept the capitulation of the 
Japanese forces on their respective side of the line, which became a border 
line between them. The fact that both sides adhered strictly to the agreement 
prevented the outbreak of an armed conflict between them, which otherwise 
might easily have taken place, due to the hardening attitudes between the 
United States and the Soviet Union that had become apparent.
 Kim Il-sung became the leader of the Democratic People’s Republic of 
Korea. In the South, elections were held that brought to power the nation-
alist-minded Syngman Rhee as president of the newly founded Republic of 
Korea.
 Efforts were soon conducted by Kim Il-sung to mobilize support from 
China and the Soviet Union for an attack on South Korea. He proposed the 
forcible unification of the Korean Peninsula, but Stalin initially rebuffed 
him, only promising support and even a southward counter-attack, if North 
Korea were to be attacked by South Korea. There had actually been several 
threats and border provocations by the South at that time. Kim Il-sung had 
also made the same proposal to Mao Zedong.184 
 It seems clear from available sources that both Mao and Stalin were taken 
by surprise when the Korean War erupted.185 

183  John K. Fairbank, Edwin O. Reischauer, Albert M. Craig, East Asia; Tradition and 
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185  Ibid.; Vojtech Mastny, The Cold War and Soviet Insecurity: The Stalin Years (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1996), p. 98; Lim Un, The Founding of a Dynasty in North 
Korea (Tokyo: Jiyusha, 1982), p. 328. 
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the Korean War: When the Cold War Became a Real War

A forceful and rapid North Korean advance was initially very successful. The 
South Korean forces fled, sometimes even without a fight, due to the over-
whelming North Korean numbers and the rapidity of their advance. The U.S. 
response was a great surprise to Kim Il-sung, and according to some sources 
even to Mao. Stalin seems to have been less surprised, although he may have 
been more bothered about the consequences, given the problems with events 
in Europe at that time. 
 The North Korean advance continued to be successful until the early days 
of September 1950, when South Korean and U.S. forces had been pushed 
back into a perimeter around the city of Pusan in the extreme south of the 
country; the capital Seoul had already fallen. In mid-September, however, 
General Douglas MacArthur led a landing operation of U.S. troops at Inchon, 
near the 38th parallel, and soon was able to push the North Korean forces 
north of the parallel and continued to push them back toward the border 
with China.186 This operation was perceived as an effort to reunite Korea by 
force, which in fact seems to have been the case. The shaken Kim Il-sung 
immediately requested help from Moscow, but Stalin was indecisive and 
referred the matter to Mao, who had been planning an intervention, if neces-
sary, but was unwilling to act unless China was given full support from the 
Soviet Union. Stalin advised Kim to withdraw into China and form an exile 
government there. When Mao was informed of this, he became upset and 
changed his mind to in principle helping North Korea, but he still insisted 
on Soviet air cover for the operation; in the end this was provided by Stalin, 
albeit with many reservations; Soviet planes were not allowed to fly over 
South Korean territory, and the pilots had to fly in Chinese uniforms, with 
the planes carrying North Korean markings, etc. These preconditions were 
good enough for Mao, and on October 19, Chinese troops advanced across 
the Yalu River, which marks the border between China and Korea.187 

186  Hans Johannes Hoefer, Insight Guides: Korea (Hong Kong: Apa Productions 
[HK], 1981), p. 57.
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 The strong Chinese army of “volunteers” took the Americans by surprise, 
and the UN forces were forced to withdraw south of the 38th parallel. Coun-
ter-attacks were launched but did not result in greater advances. It took three 
years of fighting before the two sides were able to agree on an armistice, 
signed on July 27, 1953. The designation of the border between the two coun-
tries left it almost where it had been before the war. South Korea did not sign 
the agreement, however, and Syngman Rhee continued to oppose a negoti-
ated settlement.188

 It is almost impossible to accurately calculate the losses on both sides as 
a result of the war; especially in the North, where these figures were a secret 
– and still remain secret. Generally accepted Western estimates confirm that 
the Chinese troops suffered around 900,000 casualties, North Korea 520,000, 
South Korea 300,000, and the United States 142,000. In addition, around four 
million refugees are reported to have fled from the North.189

 Both Kim Il-sung in North Korea and Syngman Rhee in South Korea 
remained in power. The political systems also remained the same. The 
United States and South Korea agreed on a defense alliance in October 
1953.190 Mutual defense treaties were later signed between North Korea and 
the Soviet Union, as well as between North Korea and China (both in 1961).191

 China lost its chance to take Taiwan for the foreseeable future, and while it 
had taken Tibet in 1951, it had also suffered great losses in lives and material 
needed for development. China continued to station troops in North Korea 
until 1958.
 The United States started patrolling the straits of Taiwan, which hence-
forth in practice became international waters. For several years the United 
States also provided Taiwan with military equipment under the provisions 
of a defense treaty from 1954.192 Even today the United States provides the 

188  Hoefer, Insight Guides; Korea, p. 57.
189  For instance, Fairbank et al., East Asia, p. 885. It should be noted that the term 
”casualty” means either wounded or killed in action. The number of killed is known 
officially to be 47,000 for South Korea and for the United States 33,629, while the 
corresponding figure is not established for the other side.
190  Fairbank et al., East Asia, p. 916.
191  Oberdorfer, The Two Koreas, p. 11.
192  Fairbank et al., East Asia, p. 928.
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weapons necessary for defending Taiwan as stipulated under the “Taiwan 
Relations Act.”
 The United States also maintained a strong troop presence on the Korean 
Peninsula, which today numbers around 27,500 men in both ground and 
air forces, and it remained in Japan where the forces today number around 
36,000 personnel. In 1951, a peace treaty was signed between Japan and 47 
other nations – but not with China and the Soviet Union.193 

how the Cold War ended in europe

The Cold War never really ended in Northeast Asia. The same parties that 
confronted each other during the Cold War exhibit the same conflicting ide-
ologies today, which make it very difficult for them to accept any long-term 
conflict resolution. Since there is obviously a parallel between what hap-
pened in Asia and Europe, it seems natural to take a look at the factors that 
contributed to ending the Cold War in Europe and try to see what is missing 
in the case of Northeast Asia, and whether it is the absence of this “missing 
piece” that is responsible for the de facto continuation of the Cold War in this 
region. One factor that seems to offer some help in explaining the difference 
is the European experiences of confidence building, which undoubtedly had 
a great importance for the ending of the Cold War in Europe.194 In Asia, most 
discussions about Confidence Building Measures (CBMs) have centered on 
the concept that was defined as CBMs in the so-called Helsinki Declaration, 
which was issued by the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe 
in Helsinki 1975 (the CSCE Conference). The signing of the Final Document 
meant that the first stage of the process which led to the end of the Cold War 
in Europe has been completed.
 The Final Act of the Helsinki conference contained provisions about nego-
tiating further CBMs during follow-up conferences. All CBMs of the Helsinki 
Act as well as in the Stockholm Document 1986 and the Vienna Document 

193  Ibid., p. 824.
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European 1992 were explicitly politically binding only, not legally binding 
by treaty.195

 After the Helsinki conference, a period of mutual distrust between the 
West and the Soviet bloc began that was to last for many years. President 
Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative was one move taken by one of the super 
powers that fanned strains. It was only after a worsening of relations because 
of a (temporary) resumption of the arms race that both camps realized the 
need for resumed negotiations. 
 Both sides needed and wished to have some concrete evidence of a less-
ening of tensions. CBMs were perhaps not very important per se, but they 
acquired a significant symbolic importance and did a great deal to accelerate 
an improvement of relations between East and West at the time. 
 It is today possible to say with some validation that confidence building 
was the most important result of the CSCE process, which took twenty years 
and led to the building of confidence that was among the most important fac-
tors contributing to the ending of division of the world into two competing 
power blocs. 
 To avoid any misunderstanding it should be stressed that it was not the 
new confidence of the parties in the improvement of mutual understanding 
per se that ended the Cold War. What really was the cause was the U.S. policy 
pursued by the Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush administrations, and 
the response by the Soviet side to that policy. Confidence was a prerequisite, 
not an initiator, but it was a necessary prerequisite. After the agreements in 
Helsinki, Stockholm, and Vienna, there was a great deal of rethinking about 
CBMs in Europe and the experiences from them. CBMs were looked upon 
with interest by the international community. Already in a 1979 report by 
governmental experts to the UN, it was suggested that European-type CBMs 
could be a model because:
 

• A major cause of insecurity was a lack of information about the mili-
tary activities of other states. Negotiations about CBMs could elimi-
nate many sources of misunderstandings.

195  Which is for instance made clear in paragraph 156 in the Vienna Document.
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• CBMs could also facilitate the process of arms control and 
disarmament.

• All CBMs in Europe have been made in declarations, not in bind-
ing treaties. While only politically binding, they appeared to func-
tion during the process leading to mutual trust, but only because 
the parties wanted it to happen. It was in their interest to make it 
happen. 

• CBMs in the classical (European-U.S.) sense were basically military 
in nature and multilateral in implementation.

the Conference on Security and Confidence Building 
Measures in europe

The nowadays “classical” European CBMs were military in nature, multilat-
eral in implementation, and “voluntary” in the sense that they were not made 
in binding treaties but in political declarations. However, they were also part 
of a process with much wider implications – the Conference on Security and 
Confidence-Building Measures in Europe. This 20-year-long conference met 
five times, 1973–75, 1977–78, 1980–83, 1986–1989, and in 1992).196 It had three 
so-called “baskets” or pillars, namely: (1) security policy, with military issues 
and disarmament; (2) economic and technical issues, including environmen-
tal problems; and (3) human contacts, information, and culture.
 Military issues did not center solely on CBMs, but were easier than other 
such issues to agree upon, and their symbolic effect soon appeared to be 
important. For these reasons much focus was placed on them. Economic 
issues included a number of measures like the facilitation of trade, exchange 
of economic and commercial information, transport facilitation and stan-
dardization measures. Such matters had already been negotiated in bilateral 
relations and in multilateral forums, like the United Nations Economic Com-
mission for Europe. In Helsinki the results could be gathered and consoli-
dated. The “basket” for human contacts included family reunification, travel 
facilitation, marriages across borders, and working conditions for journalists 

196  Ministry for Foreign Affairs, Konferensen om säkerhet och samarbete i Europa (ESK): 
Uppföljningsmötet i Helsingfors 1992 (Stockholm: Ministry for Foreign Affairs, 1992).
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on each others’ territories, exchange of radio and television programs, as well 
as the distribution and sales of newspapers and journals.
 Already in Helsinki, it was noted that the multilateral CSCE process was 
just one part of a series of negotiations and contacts between the participat-
ing countries on a bilateral level as well as in some multilateral forums like 
the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe. The CSCE process in 
this way and in certain issues became a method to confirm and codify results 
rather than to introduce new material.197

 The follow-up meeting in Belgrade (1977–78) yielded few results, due to 
the worsening relations between the superpowers at that time.198 The Madrid 
Conference (1980–83) took place at the same time as a renewed arms race was 
being entered into between the United States and the Soviet Union. Conse-
quently, it took a very long time to agree upon the most important document 
– which was the end result of the meeting – namely to hold the Stockholm 
Conference on Confidence- and Security-Building Measures and Disarma-
ment in Europe, which started in 1984 and ended in 1986 with the issuance of 
a declaration. It contained many new concepts regarding confidence building 
but not about disarmament.199 The confidence-building process had become 
the most important process of all the processes. It could only proceed because 
parallel processes were also going on.
 During the Vienna Conference (1986–89) the political map of Europe 
changed considerably. Confidence between the parties had increased, but 
important changes had also taken place in many of the participating coun-
tries. The final document comprised among others the following measures:

• In the military field: certain disarmament measures and CBMs, 
codifying the result of the Stockholm Conference and measures to 
reduce conventional forces in Europe;

• In the economic field: holding a special Conference on Eco-
nomic Cooperation in Europe, holding bilateral and multilateral 

197  Ibid., pp. 54–56.
198  Ibid., pp. 51–52; Nils Andrén and Karl E. Birnbaum, eds., Belgrade and Beyond: 
The CSCE Process in Perspective (Aphen aan den Rijn: Sijthoff & Noordhoff, 1980), 
pp. 67, 156.
199  Ministry for Foreign Affairs, Konferensen om säkerhet och samarbete i Europa (ESK).
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meetings about trade and industry, science and technology, and the 
environment.200

 In terms of regional cooperation in other fields, a greater number of far-
reaching agreements were made than had before been believed to be possible 
by delegations to the conference.
 The last follow-up meeting was held in Helsinki in 1992 and put a final 
stamp on all the results of twenty years of negotiations, confidence and 
security building, and disarmament. The meeting initiated a conference on 
reductions of conventional forces in Europe, established a Conflict Preven-
tion Center in Vienna, and initiated an Economic Forum for Europe and other 
new institutions for cooperation in the fields, which had been handled in the 
baskets for military questions, economic questions, and human contacts.201

Can european experiences Be Relevant in Northeast 
Asia?

It is often said that European experiences are not applicable in solving the 
problems of Northeast Asia, because the differences between them are so 
great. It is indeed true that the differences are large. Nevertheless, it can be 
instructive to analyze the differences, as well as the similarities. What are the 
differences and what are the similarities?
 First, there is similarity in the fact that the Cold War, which spread from 
Europe to Asia, created the conflict of interests and identity that are the fun-
damental reasons for the tensions in Korea. It was also the reason for the 
division of Europe into two blocs.
 Second, both Europe and Northeast Asia experienced terrible wars, which 
created hate between the parties involved. But there is a fundamental dif-
ference. World War II was never a war between East Germany and West 
Germany, but the Korean War pitted North Koreans against South Koreans. 
There are not only different identities caused by different social systems and 
state structures that divide the two Koreas; there is also a great amount of 

200  Ibid.
201  Ibid.
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hate based on the war experience and ideological differences as well as mem-
ories from the war, which still continue to contribute to suspiciousness and 
unforgiving attitudes vis-à-vis the other. 
 Third, the divided Germany was a symbol in Europe for the ideological 
and political struggle between East and West. In East Asia, the role of North 
Korea as a symbol for the socialist camp has become less important since the 
Chinese opening up of its markets, and the globalization of its economy has 
turned China into less of a socialist country. There have even been doubts 
about whether the clause on defense assistance in the friendship agreement 
between China and North Korea would, in the case of war, be taken at face 
value by China if North Korea attacked the South. Divided Korea essentially 
remains, however, a symbol of the same old division of military alliances 
that has existed since the Korean War, one where the United States stands 
together with Japan and South Korea on the one side, and North Korea with 
China on the other. 
 The question of divided Germany became acute when the Berlin Wall was 
physically destroyed by popular movements from both sides. The govern-
ments of both sides were thus presented with a fait accompli. Such a devel-
opment is unthinkable in Korea for the foreseeable future, not least for rea-
sons related to the border itself which is not an international border but an 
armistice line. It consists of a three-kilometer-wide no man’s land with mine-
fields that stretch from coast to coast across the peninsula. It is, furthermore, 
well guarded by hundreds of thousands of troops. No popular movement is 
likely to overcome this barrier without significant bloodshed.
 Also, as we have seen in Chapter 6, important strata of the population in 
both North and South have reasons to oppose any speedy reunification pro-
cess – this in spite of the official propaganda on both sides that has hitherto 
expressed a wish for rapid reunification. As described above, the economic 
consequences are so enormous that undue haste is likely to bring unintended 
consequences in the form of social unrest and political violence. Careful and 
comprehensive planning seems to be needed. There is a need for a level of 
confidence that is greater than that which existed between East Germany and 
West Germany. Such a planning must handle the hate and suspiciousness 
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that was created by the Korean War and which needs to be overcome before 
the unification process can even begin.
 Fourth, there was a balance of nuclear deterrence in Europe called the six-
terror balance, which operated according to the doctrine of Mutually Assured 
Destruction (MAD). Since a credible second strike capability had been estab-
lished on both sides, both in the form of strategic submarine-based nuclear 
weapons and land-based mobile nuclear weapons, the leaders in Moscow 
and Washington realized the need for a cessation of the escalation process.
 One expression that this insight was found also in leading circles in both 
East and West was the establishing of an Independent Commission for Dis-
armament and Security Issues (the Palme Commission), with former Prime 
Minister Olof Palme of Sweden as chairman, and Georgij Arbatov (USSR) and 
Cyrus Vance (United States) among its members. The commission agreed 
upon certain principles for what it called common security. It was a concept 
that became hotly debated, but which has been accepted in many countries 
today. Among them was that “it is impossible to win a nuclear war,” or as 
expressed in the report itself at the end of the first chapter of the report: “In 
the event of a major world war, which would escalate inexorably to the use of 
nuclear weapons, all nations would suffer devastation to a degree that would 
make ‘victory’ a meaningless word.”202

 That common understanding was an important precondition for the suc-
cess of the CSCE process and for the fact that the CBMs were accepted. With-
out reaching that understanding after years of fruitless efforts influenced by 
the doctrines of MAD and efforts to plan for winning a nuclear war, as well 
as a slowly emerging awareness of the fact that such efforts would forever 
be in vain, there could not have been such a thing as a process of confidence 
building in Europe. 
 In Korea, there are two sets of possible balances of nuclear deterrence. 
One is between North Korea and South Korea. Since 1991, both the presi-
dents of the United States and South Korea have declared that there are no 
nuclear weapons stationed in South Korea. Already in 1975, South Korea 

202  Oberoende kommissionen för nedrustnings- och säkerhetsfrågor, Gemensam 
säkerhet, ett program för nedrustning (Stockholm: Tiden, 1982), p. 30.
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declared that it does not have and will not have nuclear weapons.203 Now 
that North Korea is striving hard to produce nuclear weapons, however, this 
raises the question whether South Korea may also restart its efforts to pro-
duce nuclear weapons. As shown in Chapter 1, it is rather improbable that 
this will happen, but that is no guarantee that the South Korean side will not 
strive – even by military means – to destabilize and topple the North Korean 
regime under the protection of the U.S. “nuclear umbrella,” which has been 
in place since 1975.204 Therefore, South Korea represents at least a theoretical 
and indirect nuclear threat to the North Korean regime – especially if one has 
an extremely suspicious mindset as is the case in Pyongyang.
 Another nuclear relationship refers to that between North Korea and the 
United States, albeit it cannot be called a “balance,” not even if and when 
North Korea shows itself capable of not only exploding a nuclear device but 
also putting it into a bomb and delivering that bomb to a precise location as 
far away as in the United States. The reason is that North Korea is not likely 
to acquire a second-strike capability in the foreseeable future. The acquisi-
tion of strategic submarines and mobile platforms represent too much of a 
technological challenge at present. Theoretically, at least, this should mean 
that the North Korean leaders would abstain from developing any nuclear 
weapons at all, since using it would mean assured and total destruction of 
their country by a nuclear response from the United States. Obviously, the 
regime instead plays on the fears that the outside world harbors in relation to 
North Korea’s rash and unpredictable decision-making, with the result that 
it abstains from taking any offensive action against North Korea. This seems 
to be the only reasonable explanation for the North’s belief in the deterring 
effect of its future nuclear weapons.
 That conclusion also seems to offer strong reason to believe that the North 
Korean leaders find themselves in a desperate situation, and that the outside 
world must calculate with encountering an extremely suspicious mindset on 
the part of North Korean regime. It will take much effort to build confidence 
in any process between North Korea and the United States and/or between 
North Korea and South Korea.

203  Ibid., p. 28.
204  Ibid., p. 27.
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 On the other hand, and most importantly, there is no MAD effect. In South 
Korea, the United States, and Japan, there are no frantic fears that a poten-
tial conflict will escalate into a situation where North Korea will make use 
of nuclear weapons. The situation in Korea does not force the parties into 
negotiations in the name of common security. One side feels secure enough 
to ignore the possibility of desperation on the other side: common security 
is not a necessity. In other words, both parties feel that achieving their own 
security is all that they need, at least for the time being. Only the risk of 
nuclear proliferation seems to have potential to change that attitude, but this 
is a much weaker argument than the fear of MAD.
 Fifth, in Europe, “classical” confidence-building measures were only 
one part of a complicated and long series of measures to improve relations 
between the parties during the Cold War and to initiate cooperation and 
reduce tensions. The situation in the case of Korea is very different. To the 
contrary, the conditions for confidence building between North Korea and 
its neighbors have gone from bad to worse during the first years of the new 
millennium. It is not only the nuclear ambitions of North Korea which are 
the reason for this development.



CoNFIDeNCe AND the USe oF WoRDS

Dangerous Use of Words

That the cold war in Korea will end in the same way as it did in Europe 
does not seem to be likely, but certain insights gained during the confidence-
building process in Europe seem to be relevant also for Asians. One such 
insight is that negotiations have to start with elements of conflict resolution: 
resolution of the underlying incompatibilities and mutual acceptance of each 
party’s existence.
 The North Korean regime seems to be firmly rooted in power, but it is 
also true that it is facing many potentially destabilizing challenges. One is the 
issue of Kim Jong-il’s succession. That the succession issue has been added 
to the other problems has served to heighten the regime’s vulnerability. The 
succession problem is of a temporary nature, while other problems are of a 
structural and long-term character. Such problems are found in agriculture, 
the problem of food production (hunger may lead to widespread unrest), 
the ensuing problem with the legitimacy of the Juche ideology and conse-
quently the legitimacy of the power position of the ruling family, and finally 
the increasingly unfavorable position of North Korea in the competition with 
the South in conventional weapons. 
 The military is the only group of the North Korean society that has access 
to weapons of any kind. It seems obvious that since the upper echelons of 
the military are isolated from ordinary people and from many parts of the 
civilian administration, it can be trusted to defend and assist the regime even 
under difficult circumstances. The “Confucian” attitude, which still today 
is an important part of the behavioral pattern of the North Korean civilian 
population, increases the likelihood that if the regime collapse would occur, 
chaotic conditions will ensue, because there will not be a collapse of society 
unless the situation is desperate. Wide-spread acts of opposition will sim-
ply not occur without strong pressure having first built up in a society such 
as the North Korean. Precipitating the collapse of the North Korean regime 
– a cause often argued in “the West” – may create serious problems with 
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unintended consequences: bloodshed is very likely to be one such conse-
quence; interference by Chinese and/or Russian troops is another. 
 What is of more immediate importance is that an unforgiving attitude vis-
à-vis North Korea, expressed as an unwillingness to contribute anything that 
may help the regime to survive. To the North Korean regime, this must look 
like a confirmation of its worst suspicions and adds to the general suspicion 
in North Korea of the intentions of South Korea and its “allies” in the West 
 As discussed in Chapters 3 and 6, the upper echelons of the military are 
largely detached from the civilian population, and lacking skills or knowl-
edge that would make them useful in a different kind of society than present-
day North Korea. The same can probably be said about most of the senior 
functionaries of the Korean Workers´ Party. They are strongly opposed to 
any kind of change which would give more influence to South Korea over 
the North, and many are true believers in their own system. Pride, principles, 
and ideology make “Western” or modern attitudes difficult to understand 
for these two groups.
 In the West, there is opposition to any kind of measures that may help the 
North Korean regime. This attitude is not limited to the United States, Japan, 
and South Korea but also heard in European debates about which policy 
would be suitable toward Korea. It is argued that in a situation where North 
Korea has “challenged the entire international community” with its nuclear 
ambitions and refuses to comply with UN resolutions, it cannot be rewarded 
with any economic or political measures that would help the regime to sur-
vive. At the same time, such an attitude precludes any measure that would 
motivate North Korea to reenter the Six-Party Talks. The possibility of a col-
lapse of the North Korean regime is seen as a more favorable outcome than a 
continuation of the status quo. This means that in principle the North Korean 
regime is seen to be unacceptable and ought to be removed.
 It is therefore evident that there cannot be confidence between parties 
who talk openly about their intention to “destroy” the other side; especially 
at a time when one side – North Korea – is facing serious challenges.
 The analysis above is by no means intended to defend the North Korean 
regime. It is only a reminder that verbal warfare is incompatible with both 
confidence building and the creation of meaningful negotiations on conflict 
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resolution and conflict prevention. It must be stressed that the North Korean 
regime is itself guilty of the worst kind of “verbal abuse” of South Korea, the 
United States, and Japan. 
 It is worth remembering, however, that this “abuse” in the North Korean 
media picked up speed and force in a remarkable way after President Lee 
Myung-bak of South Korea outlined his reunification program that repre-
sented a departure from the Sunshine Policy of his predecessors. In particu-
lar, the worst outbursts in the North Korean media came after Lee declared 
that “the ultimate goal is to unify the country under the system of liberal 
democracy.” In Pyongyang, this was taken as an intention to overthrow the 
North Korean regime.

Unintended Consequences and Confidence Destruction

In this context, it is worthwhile to recall some of the events during 2008 and 
2009 that are relevant for the state of confidence in Northeast Asia. After 
President Lee’s statements, North Korea has in increasingly aggressive terms 
claimed that South Korea’s policy is hurting bilateral relations and inflicting 
long-lasting damage to the paramount national goal, Korean reunification. 
 One result of this was that the most impressive symbol of North–South 
confidence building, the joint industrial complex in Kaesong, was suddenly 
subject to a number of restrictive measures by the North Korean authori-
ties. Furthermore, during the period before the missile test, railway traffic 
was halted, the movement of people was restricted and for a while com-
pletely stopped, and other restrictions on the operation of factories were also 
imposed.
 As already mentioned in Chapter 1, the Committee for the Peaceful 
Reunification of Korea in Pyongyang announced in January 2009 that North 
Korea abrogated all previous agreements reached between the North and the 
South.205 

205  “DPRK to Scrap All Points Agreed with S. Korea over Political and Mili-
tary Issues,” KCNA, January 30, 2009, http://www.kcna.co.jp/item/2009/200901/
news30/20090130-01ee.html (accessed October 22, 2009).
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 North Korea made a new long-distance missile test on October 9, 2006. 
One reaction was that the United Nations Security Council issued Resolution 
1718, which was expressing profound concern that the test claimed by the 
DPRK had generated increased tension in the region and beyond, and was a 
clear threat to international peace and security. On April 5, 2009, North Korea 
conducted its second missile test. The foreign ministers of South Korea and 
Japan immediately agreed to bring the matter to the Security Council and to 
cooperate with the United States. 
 The discussion in the Security Council resulted in a statement of its presi-
dent on April 13, 2009, which affirmed that:

The Security Council reiterates that the DPRK must comply fully 
with its obligations under Security Council resolution 1718 (2006). 
The Security Council demands that the DPRK not conduct any fur-
ther launch. The Security Council also calls upon all Member States 
to comply fully with their obligations under resolution 1718 (2006).206 

 On May 25, 2009, North Korea carried out its second nuclear test explo-
sion. That resulted in the Security Council Resolution 1874, which declared 
that “proliferation of nuclear, chemical and biological weapons, as well as 
their means of delivery constitutes a threat to international peace and secu-
rity.” It also called upon all states to “take cooperative action to prevent illicit 
trafficking in nuclear, chemical and biological weapons, their means of deliv-
ery, and related materials.”207 This can be interpreted as a call to support the 
United States and other states to use the Proliferation Security Initiative to 
stop North Korea from exporting missiles and nuclear material. It also con-
demned in strong language the May 25 test by North Korea and tightened 
sanctions on additional goods, persons and entities, widening the ban on 
arms imports-exports, while calling on member states to inspect and destroy 
all banned cargo to and from North Korea – on the high seas, at seaports, and 
airports—if they had grounds to suspect a violation. 

206  Non-Proliferation/Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, Statement by the 
President of the Security Council, UN Document S/PRST/2009/7
207  Non-Proliferation/Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, Resolution 1874/2009, 
UN document S/RES/1874/2009
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 From this point onwards, North Korea found itself effectively ostracized 
and excluded by the international community, a situation which is likely to 
make it even more isolationist and confrontational. Following that logic, the 
North Korean foreign ministry declared the next day that: 

First: The whole amount of the newly extracted plutonium will be 
weaponized; 
Second: The process of uranium enrichment will be commenced;
Third: Any attempted blockade of any kind by the U.S. and its follow-
ers will be regarded as an act of war and met with a decisive military 
response.208

 In June, South Korea’s President Lee Myung-bak visited Tokyo, and he 
and Prime Minister Taro Aso met again at an ASEAN+3 meeting in August 
and confirmed their coordination of their North Korea policies.
 The commander-in-chief of the U.S. Pacific Fleet, Admiral William Fal-
lon, declared in March 2009 that the United States planned to launch trilat-
eral military cooperation with Japan and South Korea. On April 23, 2009, the 
Japanese defense minister visited Seoul and signed a letter of intention with 
his South Korean colleague about developing cooperation between the ROK 
and Japan on defense and security matters. In August, the commander-in-
chief of the U.S. forces in Korea declared that South Korea should partici-
pate in a U.S. regional missile defense network including high-altitude level 
operations. That would entail equipping the South Korean navy with new 
equipment, and the ROK is now in the process of building its first ship – a 
destroyer – that will be equipped with the U.S. Aegis system, which is inte-
grated with the systems of the Japanese and U.S. navies. South Korea is also 
reported to be buying 40 missiles for the new Aegis destroyer. 
 Japan, for its part, now has at least four large destroyers equipped with 
the Aegis system, and it also has a system with PAC-3 ground-based inter-
ceptor missiles with a radar and fire-control system that is also integrated 
into the U.S. system of ballistic missile defense for the Western Pacific. 

208  “DPRK Foreign Ministry Declares Strong Counter-Measures Against UNSC’s 
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essed October 22, 2009).
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 There is also a greater degree of cooperation between Japan and South 
Korea. For one, there has been a new kind of trilateral cooperation in the field 
of economic policy in the face of the global economic slowdown. Already 
during the Asian financial crisis 1997–98 Japan had made some suggestions 
regarding Asian financial policy coordination. Again, during 2008, the eco-
nomic slowdown has motivated a renewal of the idea about financial cooper-
ation in Northeast Asia, and the first trilateral summit of the heads of govern-
ment/state of Japan, China, and South Korea took place in Fukuoka, Japan, 
on December 13, 2008. They also talked about their intention to enhance 
political trust, but the main issue was increasing trade and economic contact 
while strengthening financial cooperation.
 There has also been closer contact between the United States and China 
regarding the need for economic cooperation. Rather than witnessing an 
increase of Cold War reflexes on the parts of China and the United States, 
Northeast Asia seems to be headed in the direction of increasing cooperation, 
especially in the economic field.
 North Korea is a striking anomaly to this trend, however. Drawn into the 
sphere of U.S. influence and leadership, South Korea and Japan cooperate in 
order to strengthen counter-reactions to the perceived military threat from 
North Korea, as well as to maintain the pressure on North Korea to rejoin the 
Six-Party Talks.
 It could even be said, if only hypothetically, that if North Korea did not 
exist, military cooperation between South Korea and Japan would never have 
been possible. Yet, the fact that North Korea does exist and has chosen to 
pursue a nuclear program resulting in that it has acquired nuclear weapons 
not only influences but determines the security and foreign policies of South 
Korea and Japan. Japan–South Korea cooperation will, of course, result in 
increased suspicion on the part of North Korea, which views this coopera-
tion as a conspiracy aimed at weakening its own position.
 In light of the North Korean missile tests and its second nuclear test 
explosion, it would seem that the North Korean leadership has come to terms 
with the weakened state of its conventional military forces. Thus, the nuclear 
option has been chosen in spite of all the economic and political costs this 
choice entails. Yet, it is likely that it is not only the military situation that 
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has precipitated this choice. Had the North Korean leadership been able to 
have confidence in the security situation in the same way as leaders in small 
and middle-sized countries in other parts of the world may feel secure, it 
seems unlikely that they would have opted for the nuclear option. The North 
Korean media invariably portrays North Korea as being threatened on all 
fronts: militarily, economically, and ideologically. To what extent the North’s 
belligerent behavior in recent years is a result of the health problems of the 
North Korean leader Kim Jong-il and the likely insecurity caused by the lack 
of a natural successor or by real fears of military, economic, and ideologi-
cal attacks from abroad is unclear. Had fear of the latter not been strong, 
however, there is little reason to believe that they would have taken such 
extraordinary steps. In sum, there has been a clear lack of confidence at work, 
caused by a combination of a serious deterioration in the military balance, 
internal factors, and perceived attitudes abroad.

efforts to Create a Minimum of Confidence

The first high-level sign of efforts at repairing the damage caused by worsen-
ing relations came when it was announced that former President Bill Clin-
ton would visit Pyongyang in order to secure the release of two journalists, 
who had been captured by North Korean police while trying to take pic-
tures of the North Korean border. The invitation was all the more remark-
able, since Clinton’s wife, Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton, had 
just been involved in a war of words with the North Koreans. As already 
noted, she had described them as “unruly children” who cried for attention 
and in return had been described in North Korean media as an “unintelli-
gent lady” and a “pensioner” going shopping. The Obama administration 
informed media that the trip of the former president was purely of a private 
and humanitarian nature. It was obvious, however, that North Korea had 
communicated beforehand through secret channels that Clinton would be 
able to return to the United States with the two released journalists. There-
fore, the gesture was clearly one of rapprochement.
 It was Kim Jong-il who arranged the meeting between Clinton and the 
captured journalists and he was also himself present when they met in 
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Pyongyang. Indeed, speculation mounted over how much Kim talked with 
Clinton about relations between North Korea and the United States. The for-
mer ambassador to the United Nations under the Bush administration, John 
Bolton, heavily criticized the Obama administration for “rewarding” North 
Korea for bad behavior by letting Clinton go to Pyongyang.209 This illustrates 
the problems for any American or Western politician wanting to make con-
ciliatory gestures toward North Korea, the limitations to which constitute in 
turn a formidable obstacle to confidence building.
 Since December 2008, North Korea has severely limited access for South 
Koreans to the jointly-run industrial complex in Kaesong in North Korea. In 
August 2009, the chairperson of the Hyundai Asan Company, which func-
tions as coordinator of the South Korean companies in Kaesong, was invited 
to meet Kim Jong-il and was given assurances that traffic would be normal-
ized; a South Korean worker at the Kaesong complex, who had been detained 
for defaming North Korea, was also released.210 North Korea also informed 
the South Korean companies that salary increases for North Korean workers 
at the complex, which North Korea had originally demanded be increased 
by 400 per cent, had only to be raised by five per cent. Another problem 
remained unresolved, however, namely the level of rent South Korean com-
panies should pay for the land on which they have built their factories. 
North Korea had demanded a 15-fold increase in rent; but as this matter is 
not regarded as an issue between companies but as an issue for the two gov-
ernments it has remained unsolved. Production at the complex has anyhow 
returned to more or less normal.
 When former South Korean President Kim Dae-jung passed away and was 
buried on August 26, 2009, North Korea sent two secretaries of the Korean 
Workers’ Party and the vice-chairman of the Committee for Reunification 
of the Fatherland, Kim Ki-nam, to offer condolences and to be present at 

209  Kim Ghattas, “Clinton’s high drama Korea mission,” BBC News, August 6, 
2009, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/8186752.stm (accessed October 22, 2009).
210  “Hyundai Chairwoman Meets Kim Jong-il at Last,” The Chosun Ilbo, August 17, 
2009, http://english.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2009/08/17/2009081700203.html 
(ac-cessed October 26, 2009).



No Confidence in Korea 119

the funeral. The South Korean government accepted the gesture, which was 
much publicized as the beginning of a process to improve relations.211

 In a shift from the previous policy, demanding that full denuclearization 
precede aid, President Lee Mung-bak on September 22 proposed “a grand 
bargain” for North Korea, including a security guarantee as well as well as 
economic and political incentives in exchange for denuclearization. He also 
called for a resolution, “in which North Korea will dismantle key elements 
of its nuclear program […] while we will simultaneously provide security 
guarantees and international assistance.”212 However, North Korean media 
branded the proposals as “rubbish.”213 This demonstrates that there is a limit 
to the speed at which confidence can be rebuilt, set as it is at a hobbling pace.
 There has been one promising development, however, in the form of a 
statement made by North Korea’s leader Kim Jong-il that the “DPRK is will-
ing to attend multilateral talks, including the six-party talks, based on the 
progress in the DPRK-U.S. talks.”214 Made on the occasion of a visit by Chi-
nese Premier Wen Jiabao on October 5, 2009, North Korea seems to be sig-
naling a slow return to the Six-Party Talks, but it insists on first meeting the 
United States in bilateral talks.
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Chinese Influence over North Korea

Is it at all possible that the Six-Party Talks will be restarted in the foresee-
able future? The answer depends in large part on how much priority China 
places on restarting the talks, something that is not entirely evident. Quite 
clearly, China’s greatest interest at present lies in the pursuit of economic 
development and, therefore, it needs regional stability. The Six-Party Talks is 
the most important tool of demonstrating to the world that stability reigns in 
Northeast Asia. Beyond the North Korean nuclear issue, the talks have also 
been important in reducing military as well as other tensions in the region. 
 China may have harbored well-founded suspicions that efforts to 
strengthen U.S.–Japanese bilateral security cooperation would intensify after 
the North Korean missile launch. Especially worrying for China is that Japan 
may become more integrated in a common ballistic missile defense than it is 
already today, and which for all practical purposes also includes South Korea 
and Australia. This scenario could give rise to a new arms race in the Western 
Pacific whereby the deterrent effect of China’s own nuclear arsenal would be 
reduced and, thus, prompting costly countermeasures to be undertaken by 
China. Resurrecting the Six-Party Talks could be one way of trying to obviate 
the dangers, which could escalate beyond control, of the abovementioned 
development. 
 It is true that China is the only country that has any appreciable influence 
on North Korea. However, that does not mean that its influence is great. At 
least when urged by the other participants in the Six-Party Talks to exert its 
leverage over North Korea, the Chinese have protested and argued that, in 
spite of a long friendship, the North Koreans do not listen much to advice 
or requests from Beijing. It does not help much that deliveries of fuel and 
food from China on often beneficial conditions are of vital importance for the 
North Korean economy. If China really used its leverage by stopping these 
deliveries, it would be tantamount to losing what little leverage it does pos-
sess: North Korea would simply choose to forgo any deliveries. 
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China’s National Interests in Korea

Even if it is realistic to expect that China may have enough leverage to per-
suade North Korea to accept reentering of talks, it is probably unrealistic 
to expect that this leverage is strong enough to make North Korea negotiate 
seriously about its nuclear ambitions. North Korea may yet be reseated at the 
table of the Six-Party Talks, and its delegation may talk, but it is not likely 
that China can persuade North Korea’s delegation to do anything other than 
to continue to buy time by talking.
 However, China has another reason to still keep breathing life into the 
process of the Six-Party Talks. There are several indications that China is try-
ing to reduce the U.S. military presence close to its own coastal waters and 
enhance its control over the waterways to and from Northeast Asia, espe-
cially in what it considers its own economic zone. Accordingly, a forum like 
the Six-Party Talks could serve as a useful platform of discussion so as to 
lessen the impression of an aggressive, unilateral policy approach on the part 
of China. 
 There certainly are good reasons to explain some of the measures that are 
being taken. Some of them seem to indicate expansionist ambitions.

• The so-called Diamond Anniversary of the People’s Liberation Army 
Navy (PLAN) was celebrated amidst much pomp and circumstance 
in April 2009, with a great number of naval ships invited from other 
countries. A Chinese spokesman quoted in the semi-official news-
paper China Daily stated that the “[60th] anniversary shows to the 
world that China needs a sustainable naval force that can always 
protect its expanding interests and that the country will become a 
maritime power sooner or later.”215 

• Admiral Wu Shengli, commander-in-chief of PLAN, said that the 
navy “will develop weaponry such as large combat warships, sub-
marines with longer range and stealth capability, supersonic cruise 
aircraft, more accurate long-range missiles, deep-sea torpedoes and 
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23, 2010).
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upgraded information technology.”216 China Daily also reported that 
China will have an aircraft carrier very soon (one has been bought 
from Russia) and that China already has the capacity to build a car-
rier itself. Furthermore, on the occasion of the anniversary China 
unveiled the first of two nuclear-powered ballistic missile subma-
rines (SSBNs) to the outside world. 

• In May 2009, China established the Department of Boundary and 
Ocean Affairs, a special agency to handle sea and maritime border 
disputes. It is responsible for land and sea boundary demarcation 
and management, drafting diplomatic policies, and negotiating 
joint development at sea.

• All these moves and their backgrounds may be better explained in 
an atmosphere of cooperation concerning common interests, like 
in the Six-Party Talks over eliminating nuclear weapons from the 
Korean Peninsula. After all, already towards the end of the Bush 
administration, when the impact of the global economic crisis was 
making itself felt, it had become clear that both China and the 
United States considered themselves to be so interdependent that 
their cooperation was essential in overcoming the economic crisis. 
During subsequent summit meetings they have strived to expand 
cooperation, and their efforts were not limited to the economic field.

Significance of Wen Jiabao’s visit to Pyongyang

It is natural that China feels encircled by the U.S. navy and, since World 
War II, also by U.S. military bases in Asia. North Korea therefore forms part 
of a bastion against what is a perceived as an obtrusive U.S. presence, and 
support to the regime in Pyongyang constitutes one dimension of China’s 
response to U.S. containment policy. Another kind of response from China is 
to welcome the tendency toward the economic integration of Northeast Asia. 
A proposal by Japan’s new prime minister, Yukio Hatoyama, to make a habit 
of a series of summit meetings between the prime ministers of China, Japan, 
and South Korea has therefore been welcomed by China, and the country 
hosted the second “tripartite” meeting in Beijing on October 10, 2009. At their 
meeting, the prime ministers accepted to conduct a project study examining 

216  Ibid.
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a tripartite free trade agreement the intention of which is to boost inter-Asian 
trade.217

 The two visiting heads of government to the above meeting were also 
briefed on Wen Jiabao’s visit to Pyongyang that had taken place four days ear-
lier. This visit took the world by surprise given the harsh words of condem-
nation of North Korea that China had put its name to in UN Security Council 
Resolution 1874 (2009), which criticized North Korea’s second nuclear test 
explosion. At the meeting in Beijing, Wen explained to the Japanese and South 
Korean leaders that “China provided assistance and aid to North Korea to 
develop the economy and improve people’s life,” which he claimed was in 
line with UN resolutions. Several newspapers in the United States criticized 
that statement, however, and argued that China’s aid to North Korea was 
instead in violation of the resolution, which calls on member states “not to 
enter into new commitments for grants, financial assistance or concessional 
loans to the DPRK.”218 
 The relationship between China and North Korea is complicated, stretch-
ing back to the time of the Korean War, when China sent 2.4 million “volun-
teers” to help North Korea fight against the U.S.-led UN troops. The Korean 
War forged an “emotional” relationship between North Korea and China. 
In the decades since, and up until the present day, China has supplied the 
North Korean regime, on generous terms, with food and other goods needed 
for feeding the growing population as well as weapons for its armed forces. 
Most of these goods have had to be transported along a railway that passes 
through the border town of Sinuiju. In trying to convince North Korea of the 
need to emulate the success of China’s opening up of its economy, Beijing 
assisted efforts to start a free trade zone on the Korean bank of the Yalu River 
at Sinuiju. That plan failed for reasons of financing, but since then China 
has continued its efforts to persuade North Korea to participate in a com-

217  “A milestone & new starting point for China, Japan, ROK,” People’s Daily Online, 
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mon project to build a second bridge over the Yalu River in order to facilitate 
trade. 
 After the Korean War, it became a sensitive issue for North Korea that 
Chinese troops had played such a decisive role. Official North Korean pub-
lications only rarely mentioned this fact and celebrations to the memory of 
the Chinese soldiers were usually low-key affairs with few foreign guests 
invited. It was via Sinuiju that the Chinese troops entered North Korea and 
Chinese efforts to create a trade center exactly there, where memories of the 
Chinese intervention still are particularly strong, did not go hand-in-hand 
with North Korea’s strongly nationalistic propaganda picture about its heroic 
battles against the Japanese, which does not mention any foreign aid. This 
factor may also have had something to do with the fact that North Korea for 
a long time resisted the idea of a second bridge over the Yalu at Sinuiju.219

 Wen Jiabao’s visit to Pyongyang in September 2009 resulted in an agree-
ment to build such a bridge. China had chosen a symbolic date for the visit: 
the celebration of the 60th anniversary of the opening of diplomatic relations 
between the two countries. The Chinese premier visited several cemeteries, 
where Chinese soldiers lie buried, among them one where Mao Zedong’s 
son, who fell in battle, is honored with a statue.220

 To the outside world – and to the Japanese prime minister and South 
Korean president, who visited Beijing a few days later – Wen’s visit was pre-
sented as an opportunity to “consolidate China–DPRK ties” that “can help 
Beijing to persuade Pyongyang to return to the negotiation table. His visit to 
the DPRK was not only aimed at bolstering bilateral ties but also at seeking 
to resolve the nuclear issue.”221 The Chinese foreign minister, Yang Jiechi, 
described the three-day visit as having achieved two major results. It was 
“further deepening the traditional China–DPRK friendship and boosting 
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their neighborly relations of cooperation as well as promoting the denuclear-
ization of the Korean Peninsula in a positive way.”222 
 It was rumored that Wen Jiabao declined to sign an economic develop-
ment deal worth “several billion dollars” because his host Kim Jong-il failed 
to make a firm commitment to return to the Six-Party Talks. It was also said, 
by a reportedly well-informed academic source in Beijing, that Wen tried to 
persuade Pyongyang to change its economic policy and open up its trade, 
like China had done already before it joined the WTO, and that he also 
exerted pressure on the nuclear issue.223 The outcome was indeed meager on 
the nuclear issue – only a statement by the North Korean leader Kim Jong-il 
that “the hostile relations between the DPRK and the United States should be 
converted into peaceful ties through the bilateral talks without fail” and men-
tioning in North Korean media that he also had “expressed readiness to hold 
multilateral talks depending on the outcome of the DPRK–-U.S. talks.”224

 A communiqué was published by the Chinese media, which stressed that 
“the situation on the Korean Peninsula and in Northeast Asia remains compli-
cated and fluctuating.”225 Wen insisted in conversations with the media after 
his return to Beijing that “[w]e should seize the opportunities and make good 
use of them. If we missed the chance, it would cost us much more efforts in 
the future.”226 Furthermore, he said, ”the opportunities may be fleeting and 
could vanish in the blink of an eye.”227
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 Regarding the bilateral achievements that had been secured during the 
visit, another communiqué published by the Chinese media mentions “a 
number of international economic and technological cooperation agree-
ments and announced the launching of China-DPRK Yalu River highway 
bridge construction project.”228 There has been much speculation in the for-
eign media about the Chinese interest in North Korea’s mineral wealth, but 
no concrete information has emerged about the contents of the abovemen-
tioned agreements. Only a few mining projects with foreign participation 
(and so far only one with Chinese participation) have been clearly detected in 
North Korea.229 The media have also focused on the fact that Chinese authori-
ties have stopped publishing data concerning trade with North Korea. One 
journalist hints at this as a possible indication that trade data have become 
sensitive because China has gained access to the mining of valuable minerals 
in North Korea, and therefore wants to avoid international attention.230

 Wen Jiabao’s visit to Pyongyang has been described relatively detailed 
because it illustrates the nature of China’s long-term interests in Korea. While 
South Korea is an important partner in forming the political and economic 
structure in Northeast Asia together with Japan, North Korea remains a close 
neighbor with great dependence on China. With its military posture, it is 
also a bastion against U.S. influence and its military presence in the Western 
Pacific, which is “a little too close for comfort” for the Chinese.
 North Korea is also of economic importance for China as an extension 
of three of its problematic “rust-belt” provinces, which possess an outdated 
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and no longer profitable steel and coal industries at the border with North 
Korea and Russia. These industries cause social and economic problems in 
the midst of a rapidly growing Chinese economic landscape that may trigger 
social and political unrest. There is also an ethnic dimension to the problem, 
with several million ethnic Koreans residing in these provinces. An increas-
ing stream of North Korean refugees is adding to the dimensions of the prob-
lem. Mining and trade projects in North Korea are important aspects of a 
regional development policy for Northeast China.
 History is of importance here. First, for reasons of its own economic 
development, China is anxious to have all parties involved on the Korean 
Peninsula promote stability. Showing a prudent and pragmatic attitude is 
more in line with this aim than using pressure tactics and sanctions. Second, 
the Chinese people made a huge human sacrifice during the Korean War to 
stop the advancement of U.S. forces. Hundreds of thousands of casualties 
resulted from that intervention, and the Chinese do not want to see the result 
of that sacrifice annihilated by a collapse of the North Korean regime caused 
by hunger and sanctions. Pure humanitarian considerations also have a role. 
Chinese feel very close to the Koreans and hunger in Korea is simply not 
acceptable to the Chinese.
 North Korea’s nuclear ambitions are an increasing irritant for Chinese 
diplomacy, but it also presents an opportunity for China to play a role as a 
host to the Six-Party Talks in Beijing, and convey the image of being a respon-
sible actor safeguarding the interests of the region as well as playing a role on 
the international stage. With these criteria, China’s real intentions are some-
times as difficult to discern as North Korean intentions. 
 It may, however, be safe to guess that a peaceful, gradual, and orderly 
withdrawal of U.S. forces from Northeast Asia would not be unwelcome in 
Beijing. This is one of the measures that Pyongyang has formulated as a pre-
condition for “feeling secure” which would be interpreted as a signal that 
United States had “abandoned its hostile attitude.” In return, North Korea 
would enter into serious negotiations about a total and verifiable destruction 
of its nuclear arsenal. It may not be a coincidence, then, that China’s delega-
tion to the Six-Party Talks usually supports the notion that North Korea’s 
demand for security be taken seriously by the other participants.
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 One may also wonder if North Korea would accept Chinese influence 
and power supplanting that of the United States in the region. There may 
in fact be a preference for some kind of a balance between the great powers 
of the region. Any solution to the problem will not be forthcoming in the 
near future, and will depend on the development of a combination of politi-
cal, military, and economic factors. This seems to be a strong argument for 
breathing life into the process of the Six-Party Talks, which so far is the only 
mechanism that offers a forum for both formal and informal communication 
in the field of security policy in Northeast Asia.



CoNCLUSIoNS, PRoSPeCtS, 
ReCoMMeNDAtIoNS

Conclusions

Except for war and “handovers” like in the cases of Hong Kong and Macau, 
where colonial powers returned the two colonies to China, there is no gener-
ally accepted method for reunifying a split country without the parties first 
accepting each other’s existence and therefore needs. Accordingly, there has 
not been any successful effort without that precondition having been ful-
filled since World War II.
 There is only one successful case of peaceful reunification in the postwar 
period, namely that of Germany. The German reunification occurred after 
the collapse of one of the parties and then only after several decades of com-
prehensive confidence building between East and West in Europe. Another 
effort – that of the reunification of China and Taiwan – has not yet been com-
pleted, it has only been started.
 In both these two cases, the political and economic structures were opposed 
to each other from the beginning (as the situation is in Korea) and confidence 
building had to start with recognition of the existence and therefore needs of 
the other. In the case of Germany, the process succeeded because of the sud-
den collapse of the East German state. In the other case, by comparison to the 
two Germanies, China has developed a state and economic system which is 
less different from and less incompatible with that of Taiwan. Much of the 
present ongoing confidence building process between China and Taiwan is 
about accommodating the ways the two systems function in parallel with 
each other, without amalgamating them together into one.
 It seems ironic that in these two cases, one of the two parties was (and is 
in the case of China) much larger than the other party, and yet the larger and 
more powerful one could also accept the beginning of a confidence-building 
process by accepting the other party’s existence. In the case of Korea, how-
ever, where the parties are more equal in size, both North and South are less 
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willing to accept any other path to unification other than the complete amal-
gamation of the two countries into one state and economic structure accord-
ing to their own respective models. 
 It may seem theoretically possible to unite two parties into one according to 
a certain model, following an agreed plan, “a grand bargain,” but for that to 
succeed there is an obvious need to agree about that plan. As long as there is 
not even an effort to achieve such an agreement, reunification efforts accord-
ing to a certain model are likely to undermine any effort at confidence-build-
ing. A party that is not accepted as having the right to exist with its own state 
and economic structure cannot have confidence in any effort at reunification 
that will lead to its own destruction or absorption.
 It seems that the peoples of the two states on the Korean Peninsula still do 
not accept the other’s wish to preserve their own state and economic struc-
ture. Until that happens, it is difficult to believe in successful unification 
efforts or even the achievement of real peace – at least as long as amalgama-
tion continues to dominate rhetoric on both sides.
 A gradual and comprehensive confidence-building process emulating the 
Chinese way of trying to unite China and Taiwan seems much more promis-
ing, but at present it does not seem to represent the wishes of public opinion 
in South Korea and possibly not in North Korea (a fact that admittedly is 
more difficult to ascertain).
 However, waiting for South and North Korea to change attitudes is not 
compatible with the international efforts to achieve non-proliferation. The 
nuclear problem on the Korean Peninsula needs to be dealt with now in 
the interest of global security. Countries involved need to try to initiate a 
new process or rather to reinitiate an old one. It may help the North and 
South Koreans to improve their attitudes toward each other. Even if such an 
improvement in mutual stances does not emerge in a short-term perspective, 
the nuclear issue needs to be addressed as such – in the interests of all con-
cerned parties. Unification is in the background all the time, but it should not 
be allowed to stand in the way of resolving the nuclear problem.
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Long-term Prospects

A logical conclusion to draw is that the North Korean regime is likely to 
resist attempts to force it to seriously negotiate about its nuclear program, 
unless first a number of conditions are fulfilled that are vital to the North 
Korean regime. The uncertainties caused by the global economic crisis ought 
to be removed and the domestic economic situation must improve. More 
specifically the access to energy raw materials must improve and the struc-
tural problems in agriculture must be overcome. The United States must be 
able to show that not only the present administration but also the next will 
implement any agreement of importance that is made between North Korea 
and the United States. Before that has been demonstrated, the North Koreans 
are very unlikely to trust the other party to the extent that it would relin-
quish its nuclear assets in exchange for benefits. Since South Korea can draw 
the United States into actions that are harmful to North Korea, the North 
Koreans must also feel “comfortable” enough with the South Korean regime, 
before they abandon their nuclear arsenal. 
 When and if the North Koreans feel confident enough to negotiate seri-
ously, all other parties ought to consider the incentives necessary to offer 
North Korea to make it willing to give up its nuclear ambitions. During the 
first serious series of negotiations between North and South Korea, con-
ducted during prime ministerial meetings in 1991, North Korean Premier 
Yon Hyong-muk demanded that South Korea renounce any form of U.S. 
nuclear umbrella and bar overflights or port calls by any nuclear-armed U.S. 
aircraft or ships.231 
 Such demands are very likely to be launched also today, but much more 
far-reaching demands have also been made by North Korea in discussions 
and negotiations. These include the reviewing and abolishment of all kinds 
of military alliances; the elimination of BMD systems; the withdrawal of U.S. 
forces from South Korea; the discontinuation of military exercises; and a 
peace agreement that would replace the armistice agreement. 
 These demands are not likely to be accepted, but at the same time, it is also 
unlikely that the United States will start a war against North Korea to force 
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it to abandon its nuclear ambitions. Sanctions bite but they do not convince, 
and China has in any case shown its intention to continue with its assistance 
to North Korea in terms of food aid and oil.
 There is a chance that North Korea may accept to negotiate, both on the 
six party-level and bilaterally with the United States, especially if and when 
the succession process is over and Kim Jong-il’s successor has been placed 
securely in the leadership role. It is, however, an entirely different question if 
North Korea will make a serious deal that would equate to a resolution of the 
issues at stake. That would require negotiations with South Korea as well, 
and confidence would first have to be restored between the two countries. 
While such negotiations occurred in 1991, no functioning deal was reached. 
Two decades on, with North Korea much weaker both in economic terms and 
in terms of conventional weapons, the prospects would seem ever gloomier, 
unless confidence has first been restored by means other than that of military 
balance.
 Even if serious negotiations about the key problems (like nuclear weap-
ons) are not likely to lead to a result in the foreseeable future, it may be pos-
sible at least to start negotiations and even succeed in agreeing on minor 
matters. That happened in Europe. It took twenty years, but the process itself 
served to ward off the escalation of smaller conflicts into a greater and more 
dangerous confrontation. It was also a way of engaging Europe as a whole 
in the security building process. Accordingly, engaging all parties in a confi-
dence building process ought to be the purpose of the Six-Party Talks.

Short-term Prospects

There have been rumors about direct bilateral U.S.–North Korean talks occur-
ring without the Six-Party Talks having resumed. So far the U.S. administra-
tion has disclaimed any such rumor and it is easy to see why – China would 
become extremely suspicious if it were not involved, and relations between 
China and the United States would consequently suffer. The same can be 
said about South Korea and Japan. This, again, is one of the reasons why the 
Six-Party Talks are important. They are a forum in which the United States 
can keep the other parties informed about progress in any bilateral dialogue 
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with North Korea, without them feeling side-stepped or insecure. Further, if 
this dialogue was to subsequently bear fruit, it would garner additional sta-
bility and legitimacy if it were also anchored by multilateral acceptance, that 
is, by all parties to the Six-Party Talks.
 This is a reason why it is by no means impossible to persuade North 
Korea to return to the negotiating table in Beijing, because a small country 
can never have full trust in an agreement with a superpower. There is after 
all the proverb that nations don’t have friends, they only have interests. The 
United States is no different in this respect – but even it is mostly accepting of 
the need to act according to agreements made in international forums. There-
fore it should be in North Korea’s interest to see that the other parties to the 
Six-Party Talks are involved in accepting the contents of any agreement over 
its security. 

Recommendations

Experiences from Europe show the importance of pursuing a multilateral 
process in parallel with a bilateral peace process. The two processes are mutu-
ally reinforcing: the abolishment of one track would endanger the survival of 
the other. This is also applicable to the case of Northeast Asia. One difficulty 
with the situation in Northeast Asia today is, however, how to simultane-
ously restart both processes. The mechanism by which to conduct both pro-
cesses is already in place with the Six-Party Talks; rules have been elaborated 
for engaging in bilateral talks in parallel with the main talks at the table with 
all six parties participating. These rules need therefore be utilized to the full.
 In the European experience, negotiations ought to start with elements 
of conflict resolution, that is, resolution of the underlying incompatibilities 
and mutual acceptance of each party’s existence. In Korea, this will have to 
take place after a period of what can be termed “confidence destruction” that 
characterized the summer of 2009 in Northeast Asia. It is especially impor-
tant that talks between North Korea and South Korea resume. A discussion 
about the situation in both countries should lead to some understanding of 
the other’s position. That may then lead to real confidence building, aimed at 
creating common security.
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 North Korea insists on meeting with the United States first, but it should 
accept to talk to South Korea bilaterally as well, otherwise the process will 
lack the necessary balance. After all, North Korea cannot have confidence in 
the United States without first having a degree of confidence in South Korea.



PoStSCRIPt

Since this report was written and edited for printing, a number of important 
events have taken place.
 1) In December 2009 the DPRK introduced a currency reform, which was 
never publicized in its English-language news media. The exchange rate 
between the old and new bills was revalued at 100 to 1. The reform obvi-
ously had harsh effects on people’s daily life and has been heavily criticized 
abroad. It was not a success at home either. The main responsible official, the 
finance and planning department chief of the Korean Worker’s Party, Mr. Pak 
Nam-gi, had to leave his post and was later reported to have been executed. 
Foreign news media reported serious shortfalls in food supply and there 
was a meeting with high level officials in Pyongyang on March 2010, which 
focused on the need for the prioritization of agricultural goods and mate-
rials. This indirectly confirmed the fears of a new approaching food crisis, 
which have been expressed throughout this report. 
 2) Relations between China and the United States have soured consider-
ably in the wake of recent events, such as the Dalai Lama’s visit to the White 
House, the latest US arms sale to Taiwan and the threatening of Google to 
leave China as a consequence of its unwillingness to collaborate in censor-
ing e-mails and hacker activity. Another matter for concern has to do with 
the U.S. contention that China increases the value of the renminbi against 
the dollar. Naturally, the North Korean leadership sees this as a reason for 
China to stick more rigidly to its policy of promoting stability in North Korea. 
Threats to confiscate South Korean assets at the industrial park at Kaesong 
and in the Kumgang mountain resort in North Korea may be an expression 
of a perceived safer position. (China will not abandon North Korea, even if 
Pyongyang acts in a challenging way towards South Korea.) 
 3) An opinion poll by the South Korean Institute for Unification was 
released in March 2010, and showed that some 56 percent of South Koreans 
have a negative view of North Korea and 70 percent feel threatened by the 
North’s nuclear arms. It was the first time since 1998 that a majority had 
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a negative view of North Korea. Informal contacts with some of the many 
South Korean think tanks have told the authors of a more skeptical attitude 
to any confidence building efforts towards the North as a result of the per-
ceived failure of the Sunshine Policy of former presidents. American strategic 
institutions have consistently had a skeptical attitude to Confidence-Building 
Measures since they were first discussed in Europe during the 1970s. South 
Korean academics today seem to give priority to unity with American and 
Japanese strategies, and they focus on planning for an expected down-fall of 
the North Korean regime. 
 They also equate CBMs with the Sunshine Policy, which is wrong. Dur-
ing the Sunshine Policy the South continued doing what it had promised to 
do for its part, in spite of broken promises from the other side. Such a policy 
has nothing to do with confidence building. It is simply a way to try to bribe 
the other party by giving away something of importance. It can actually be 
called a deviation from the principles of confidence building, because confi-
dence must be mutual and cannot be built by one side only.
 In the case of the reunification of Germany, West Germany had made it 
clear that it did not aspire to overthrow the East German regime and East 
Germany did not call for help from the Soviet Union when the Berlin Wall 
fell, i.e., “foreign intervention.” The problem is that by giving up all efforts 
to build confidence, one of the two possible ways to solve the problem of 
Korean reunification has been eliminated, the other one obviously being the 
downfall of the regime and the South Korean absorption of the North. The 
possibility to achieve a negotiated and gradual reunification, or even only 
a mutually agreed concept, for peaceful coexistence has been, in practice, 
abandoned. This is lamentable, since the “solution” of the downfall of the 
North Korean regime can increase the suffering of the North Korean people 
and, in the case of chaos, it can cause a risk of foreign intervention.
 Moreover, as long as the relations between China and the United States 
do not improve much, it is unlikely that China will let North Korea collapse, 
since that could entail a risk for increased American influence on the Korean 
Peninsula. Waiting for the collapse could become like “waiting for Godot,” 
while on the other hand a possible new start of the Six-Party Talks is very 
unlikely to lead anywhere in relations between North and South Korea, as 
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long as there is not even a minimum amount of confidence between the two. 
That amount cannot exist as long as the South’s policy continues to plan for 
the downfall of the North Korean regime.
 The nuclear dimension makes it a global issue. Not only will the people 
of the region be affected by a negative outcome, it also has the potential to 
spread far beyond the troubled peninsula. The Six-Party Talks may certainly 
be valuable for China and even for the United States in order to maintain sta-
bility in Northeast Asia, if and when they can be resumed. They will, however, 
hardly bring North and South Korea closer to each other. Representatives of 
President Lee Myung-bak’s administration talk about plans for a dialogue, 
but there are no signs that acceptable conditions are being offered, or that 
there is a real will to seriously negotiate about a long-standing partnership. 
 Chaos in the North with bloodshed and with a food supply situation, 
which is getting worse by the day, is a high price for just waiting, and what 
could possibly happen in the case of foreign intervention is beyond calcula-
tion. Yet, all parties move as though they are in a Greek drama. Every par-
ticipant is aware of an approaching danger and yet they move step by step as 
expected. The drama has been played many times before and this time there 
is a nuclear weapon, but that does not make a difference. Nobody is able to 
act in any other way than according to the written songs.

Nacka, March 22, 2010 
Ingolf Kiesow and Sangsoo Lee


