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 Power and Partnership with Pyongyang:

A Precarious Balance

Keith Bettinger, Iku Fujimatsu, Katharine Starrett

A product of both the division of the Korean peninsula and international isolation, the
present situation in North Korea exhibits a familiar pattern of threats and

brinksmanship.  The policy options for Washington vary from military action, to
awaiting the collapse of the North Korean regime, to offering inducement—as was the

case in 1993-94—but the only long-term solution is multi-track diplomacy.  As a creative
alternative, multi-track diplomacy includes all of the regional players and encourages

relations in several layers, from grassroots organizing through NGOs and businesses, to
governmental relations in a multilateral setting.  Peace and stability will only be

achieved through connecting North Korea to the international community via political,

cultural, economic, educational, and civil society ties.1

Through the latter half of 2002 and into 2003, North Korea gained increasing
attention in the news, and Kim Jong-Il, chairman of the Democratic People’s

Republic of Korea (DPRK), appeared on the cover of several of the United States’
most prominent magazines.  From the announcement of a secret nuclear program in
violation of international agreements to the discharging of United Nations weapons
inspectors to impassioned rhetoric threatening first strikes, Pyongyang continued to
intensify the bellicosity of its threats toward its neighbors and the United States.  Kim
Jong-Il first admitted to the kidnapping of 15 Japanese citizens, and then admitted to
the existence of a nuclear weapons program less than a month later.  Although not
surprising to those familiar with North Korea, these admissions caught many off-
guard, and analysts scrambled to explain the DPRK’s intentions.  Since then, the
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North Koreans have fired several short-range missile tests, but finally agreed to come
to the bargaining table within a multilateral framework.  However, the inconclusive
meetings in Beijing show that finding a solution will take more time.2

In this assessment, we offer policy recommendations to address North Korea’s
nuclear program and the current tensions in Northeast Asia.3   The analysis first ex-
amines the origins of today’s situation in order to find the most practicable solution.
A closer look at the events of the North Korean crisis of 1993-94, a period similar to
the troubled times of today, can provide lessons to guide future policy.  We then turn
to the current situation and assess why it presents a problem for regional and global
interests.  After establishing parameters for inherent problems, this paper will exam-
ine the North’s original motives, considered “varied and diverse,” for beginning its
weapons program.4   The assessment will then provide an overview of recently es-
poused policy options, most of which are less than appealing.

Our recommendations seek to expand problem-solving beyond United States
diplomacy, while still appreciating the central role the U.S. will play in any resolu-
tion, and beyond the current nuclear situation, including the origins of North Korean
actions as a foundation.  Former Defense Secretary William Perry has recommended
the need for a “creative and aggressive program in diplomacy” to address the existing
North Korean nuclear program and related diplomatic tensions.5   Our final recom-
mendations provide a creative alternative based foremost on multilateral and multi-
level interaction.

Divergence on the Korean Peninsula
History must provide the context for any assessment of today’s situation.

Prior to the division of the Korean peninsula, Japanese annexation of Korea in 1910
had left its mark.  Korean intellectuals began to consider and debate the possibilities
for an independent Korean nation during the Japanese colonial period.6   The old
elites were interested in maintaining their status, while others felt a more egalitarian,
socialist system could lead Korea.  While there clearly were ideological differences
within Korea, the division became geographic following the Japan’s surrender dur-
ing World War II and then political after the Korean War.  The partition of Korea into
North and South along the 38th parallel was, and remains, problematic.  The country
was not only physically divided, but also ideologically separated during the Cold
War.  Both divisions have had lasting effects.

With the onset of the Soviet Union’s domination of the North, a young leader
who had fought against the Japanese emerged to carry the Communist flag.  The
charismatic Kim Il-Sung was only 33 years old when he took center stage.  Chosen by
the Soviets, he succeeded in purging any opposition to his position by the end of the
1960s, and later, in a dynastic move, appointed his eldest son Kim Jong-Il as his
successor.  A family cult emerged and the rule of the Kims became shrouded in se-
crecy.  In an important ideological innovation, the elder Kim developed a North Ko-
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rean ideology of self-reliance, or juche, socialism.7   Since its inception, this ideology
has served as the intellectual basis of the North Korean regime.  However, Kim Il-
Sung’s intentions to turn the tide with his new socialist spirit were not limited to the
North; he had always meant for juche socialism to ultimately extend to a unified
Korea.8

With the tacit approval of the Soviet Union, the “Fatherland Liberation War”
was launched in 1950 when North Korea invaded South Korea.  The South Koreans
and forces fighting under the UN banner repelled the invaders and pushed into North
Korean territory, but were driven back from the North when the Chinese entered the
war.  Despite the aid of Chinese forces, the North was ultimately forced to concede at
the 38th parallel.  While a demilitarized zone was established along this line, there
was no peace treaty.  Each side declared victory, and the division between the two
Koreas has continued to the present day.

Northeast Asia-DPRK Relations
North Korean relations with other regional powers have been defined by

Cold War politics.  The Soviet Union assumed responsibility for restoring North
Korea following WWII.  The DPRK received significant aid from the USSR, espe-
cially in industrial development and energy production.  Its recognition as a Commu-
nist state allowed Pyongyang to have special trade relations with other nations in the
Eastern bloc.  In addition to the Soviet Union, the North’s other major ally was the
People’s Republic of China (PRC).  Even though the relationship between the two
nations has cooled considerably since the time when former PRC chairman Mao
Zedong called it “as close as lips and teeth,” the words “friendship” and “coopera-
tion” are still used to describe PRC-DPRK relations.9   Politically, economically, and
militarily, North Korea has benefited from maintaining this relationship, especially
after the collapse of Sino-Soviet relations in the mid-1950s, after which North Korea
successfully played the two countries against each other for decades.

To the south and east of North Korea lie the allies of the U.S. camp.  Despite
the strained political relations between South Korea (Republic of Korea, ROK) and
Japan, their alliances with the United States have ensured ongoing cooperation.  ROK-
Japan relations deepened in the 1960s as economic ties began to build between the
two nations.  Under heavy U.S. pressure, the ROK and Japan normalized relations in
1965 despite continued tensions over Japan’s pre-war and wartime occupation of
South Korea.10   These two sets of trilateral relations (ROK-US-Japan and DPRK-
PRC-USSR) effectively maintained a political balance in the region until the end of
the Cold War, and even earlier with the onset of vastly unequal regional economic
development.
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Economic Reversal
Economic development on the Korean peninsula began before the end of

WWII, when the Japanese used Korea as a source of both food and industrial goods
to contribute to its war effort.  The geographical locations of these sectors are signifi-
cant to later economic growth patterns.  About two-thirds of the industrial manufac-
turing occurred in the North, which was closer to the railroads connected to northern
China, whereas the agricultural sectors were based in the South.  Thus, when Korea
was split by the allied powers, North Korea was substantially more advanced in terms
of industrialization.

At the time, North Korean development far outpaced that of the South, and
Kim Il-Sung embraced Soviet industrialization policies.  The North’s economic poli-
cies became linked with the juche ideology, placing emphasis on heavy industry and
minimizing foreign trade.  In accordance with juche, agriculture was collectivized as
a measure to increase efficiency.  The North launched several three-, five-, and seven-
year plans, which increased output in many areas but then lost steam in the 1970s.
Subsequent economic plans were constructed to attain the missed goals of previous
plans.11

Meanwhile, the South Korean economy, which had been stagnant, began to
take off under the 1960s industrial policy of Park Chung-Hee.  President Park had
clear goals for modernization and allowed for the creation of chaebol, conglomerates
that developed across several industries, beginning with heavy industry.12   South
Korean economic development grew at such a rate that it was dubbed an “economic
miracle.”  By the mid-1970s the South Korean economy rivaled and then surpassed
that of the North.  As the ROK’s economy grew at a tremendous rate, North Korea’s
allies began to seek out economic relations with South Korea.

While the ROK’s economy boomed in the 1980s, the DPRK’s economy headed
toward disaster, which was hastened by the collapse of the Soviet Union. The col-
lapse of the Soviet Union ended its trade partnership with North Korea, which had
provided about 40 percent of DPRK imports.  Russia then began calling for the re-
payment of debts.  As for China, Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping began a series of
economic reforms that were inconsistent with the Chinese Communist policies of the
past.  Kim Il-Sung, due to his strict belief in the socialist system, denounced China’s
reforms.  However, by the early 1990s, the North Korean economy had collapsed,
and Kim Il-Sung reluctantly turned to China for assistance.13

The economic collapse of North Korea was well documented.14   The materi-
als submitted to the International Monetary Fund in late 1997 indicated that it was
not North Korea’s agricultural industry that initially failed—it was the once-vaunted
industrial sector.15   As the situation in North Korea worsened, many nations contrib-
uted aid to the struggling nation.  Significantly, China was and remains by far the
greatest donor of food and crude oil.  The famine of the 1990s did not cause the
collapse of the North Korean regime, as many had predicted.  But it did contribute to
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instability in the region.

Origins of the North Korean Threat
The fact that the Korean War did not end in 1952 is persistently troublesome,

not only for the two Koreas but also for the region as a whole.  Both the North and
South have maintained standing armies along the demilitarized zone for the past 50
years.  In addition, the United States has kept a force of about 37,000 troops in South
Korea.16   The DPRK has one of the largest standing armies in the region with an
estimated one million troops.  Moreover, despite food shortages and other economic
problems, North Korea has continued to sustain its military.  However, the size of the
military alone is not the largest security threat emanating from North Korea.  As
recent events have shown, there is also the looming issue of a nuclear weapons pro-
gram.

As North Korea’s economic base began to fail, so did its security.  The prob-
lem was twofold.  First, unable to feed its people, the North was forced to look to
external relations for help.  Although this did not necessarily defy the juche ideology,
to maintain legitimacy, it was still imperative for the regime to keep the North Korean
people from learning the extent of the famine.  Second, the economic growth that had
occurred in both Japan and South Korea caused North Korea’s two allies, China and
Russia, to seek better relations with those two nations.  A threat to the security of the
DPRK regime was thus created both internally from economic decay and externally
from weakening alliances.  The additional constraint of having to alter its security
practices to fit global standards was imposed on North Korea when it joined the
United Nations in September 1991.  Earlier, in order for the DPRK to prove itself as
a responsible nation, it had signed the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT).17

Together, these actions created international pressure for North Korea to abide by
international norms, or at least to maintain the appearance that it was doing so.

In 1993, the culmination of these various pressures resulted in the first nuclear
crisis between North Korea and the United States.  Until this time, external factors in
the region had been pushing the DPRK toward reconciliation with the South.  For
example, a surprise visit to Beijing by U.S. President Nixon in 1972 restored diplo-
matic relations between the U.S. and China.  This was followed by a reconciliation
agreement between the North and the South.  Then, after the fall of the Soviet Union
in 1991, the two Koreas signed the Basic Agreement.  Relations seemed to be moving
forward until the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) found suspicious traces
of missing nuclear material in 1993.18   In response to increasing pressures to halt any
nuclear program, North Korea announced its withdrawal from the NPT.19

The nuclear crisis with North Korea in the early 1990s mirrors the present
situation in two aspects.  First, instead of responding to international, and predomi-
nantly U.S., pressure in a diplomatic manner, the DPRK demanded unilateral conces-
sions as a pre-condition for negotiations.  Second, the regime took an aggressive
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stance, raising the stakes of the crisis to the level of war.  Although not all of the
North’s demands were met, in 1994 the United States and North Korea signed the
Geneva Agreed Framework.  The DPRK agreed to dismantle its nuclear program in
return for long-term economic assistance in the form of the Korean Peninsula Energy
Development Organization (KEDO), which would also involve South Korea and Ja-
pan.20   Additionally, the Framework laid the foundation for North Korea to rejoin the
NPT.21

While the mid-1990s saw some improvements in North Korea’s regional re-
lations, the signing of the Agreed Framework did not signify the end of the North
Korean threat.  Kim Jong-Il assumed power in 1997 and seemed to follow the leader-
ship style of his father, albeit without his father’s charisma.22   In 1995, North Korea
requested help from the World Food Programme for the first time.  Then in 1997, the
Four Party Talks took place in Geneva with the United States, China, and the two
Koreas.  By this time, KEDO’s light water nuclear reactor project had also been
launched.  But by 1998, things had again begun to fall apart.  Delays in U.S. delivery
of heavy fuel oil (part of the Agreed Framework) and fading prospects of the U.S.
lifting sanctions imposed during the 1993-94 crisis caused the North Koreans to
threaten to halt the canning of spent fuel rods.  The United States responded by warn-
ing them against reprocessing the rods.23   Again, the North escalated the crisis by
launching an intermediate-range Taepodong missile over Japan in 1998.24

The missile launch was clearly a threat to the Japanese, who promptly re-
scinded food aid and any contributions to the development of KEDO.  It also affected
the Agreed Framework by weakening U.S. will to continue to maintain the agree-
ment.  However, in terms of North-South relations, South Korea’s election of Kim
Dae-Jung, a vocal proponent for moving toward reconciliation, allowed inter-Korean
dialogue to continue.  South Korean President Kim’s famed “Sunshine Policy” of
engaging the North and building relations through local exchanges was tested and
held fast, even with the discovery of a North Korean submariner in South Korea in
1998.25   The “Sunshine Policy” reached a peak in 2000 with the historic June summit
between the two Kims, for which South Korean President Kim Dae-Jung received
the Nobel Peace prize. Relations again seemed to be moving along a positive track.
But in the last decade Northeast Asia has experienced the familiar pattern of crises
initiated by North Korea followed by negotiations.

The 2002-2003 Crisis
Despite improvements as of the year 2000, including the Kim-Kim Summit,

U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright’s Pyongyang visit, and the presence of a
unified Korean team at the 2000 Olympics, the counterproductive pattern of North
Korean diplomacy has emerged again.26   The drastic devolution of diplomacy into
nuclear weapons threats, diplomatic chaos, and rebuked international agreements
substantially resembles the situation of the early 1990s.  In his 2002 State of the
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Union address, President Bush defined an “Axis of Evil,” which included North Ko-
rea.  Although an immediate DPRK media response to this characterization was sur-
prisingly absent, other regional governments, especially Beijing, Moscow, and To-
kyo, opposed such an isolation of Pyongyang.27   A North Korean response came soon
after when television broadcasts described the address as “a slew of reckless remarks
that indiscriminately picked on us, saying that our country develops and possesses
weapons of mass destruction.”28   Then, in October 2002, soon after Japanese Prime
Minister Koizumi held a historic Pyongyang Summit with Kim Jong-Il, U.S. State
Department representatives visited North Korea and confronted North Korean offi-
cials with intelligence on the DPRK’s enriched uranium weapons effort.  At the time,
Pyongyang officials asserted their right to “possess not only nuclear weapons but any
type of weapon more powerful.”29

Since then, a high-profile brinksmanship strategy has characterized U.S. and
North Korean rhetoric and interaction.  The U.S. ended fuel aid, increased reconnais-
sance flights, and forward deployed bombers to the Pacific in preparation for a North
Korean contingency.  Pyongyang, in turn, kicked out IAEA inspectors, reactivated
the nuclear power plant at the Yongbyon facility, renounced the NPT, threatened first
strikes on U.S. soil, test-fired ballistic missiles, and shadowed a U.S. reconnaissance
flight.30   The regime also spouted rhetoric implying the commencement of spent fuel
rod reprocessing, a requirement for weapons-grade plutonium development.31

At the same time, brinksmanship has been tempered by limited track-two
discussions between U.S. and North Korean representatives, as well as by the efforts
of regional governments, including South Korea and Japan, to talk directly with
Pyongyang.  New Mexico Governor and former UN Ambassador Bill Richardson
met with North Korean officials in New York in January and February 2003 to main-
tain a channel of track-two dialogue.  Later, U.S. Special Envoy Jack Pritchard con-
tinued these low-level, back-channel meetings.32

Meanwhile, North Korea continued to demand a non-aggression pact before
official talks could begin, while the U.S. required an end to the DPRK nuclear pro-
gram as a precursor.  In addition, North Korea’s view of the regional balance of
power placed the U.S. at the apex.33   As such, Pyongyang refused to negotiate with
any state other than the U.S., although DRPK media characterizes the U.S. as pursu-
ing a “policy of evil against the Korean nation, its reunification and peace.”34   The
U.S., on the other hand, required any official talks to occur in a multilateral setting,
involving other regional players.35

The Problem
Even now, as the multilateral and non-preconditional talks have advanced

through April 2003 and will likely expand in the early Fall, Pyongyang’s nuclear
program remains a complicated policy problem for the region.36   Officials continue
to find a solution difficult and may face more brinksmanship on both sides.  This
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problem involves more than the security interests of the U.S.: it is both multilateral,
applying to regional and world actors, and multifaceted, addressing more than solely
military security threats.  Japan is concerned both with regional stability and the safe
return of the families of Japanese citizens abducted by the North Korean government
over the last 40 years.37   China and Russia have an urgent interest in maintaining
stability and DPRK regime security, in order to both maintain diplomatic relations
with Pyongyang and to prevent a refugee crisis or a nuclear confrontation.38   China
has hosted U.S.-North Korea talks,39  while Russian leaders have publicly expressed
waning patience with North Korean tactics40  and promoted the U.S.-backed multilat-
eral forums.

On the peninsula, South Korea’s new President Roh Moo-hyun inherits the
North-South tension.  Maintaining stability on the peninsula and reconciling popular
anti-American sentiment with security necessities will dominate his concerns.41   South
Korea is pressured by North Korean requests for the South’s support in its confronta-
tion with the U.S., and strained U.S.-South Korean relations weaken the South’s po-
sition in the region.42   The imminent redeployment of all U.S. troops 100 miles south
of the DMZ (south of Seoul) adds another layer of complication to the Washington-
Seoul-Pyongyang triangle.  President Roh has advocated the postponement of this
redeployment until resolution of the North Korea nuclear issue, while Washington
has refused.43

While not the sole concern of the parties to the crisis given the multifaceted
nature of the North Korean challenge, military security remains the most significant
factor in the current situation.  The Taepodong missile test over Japan in 1998 dem-
onstrated Pyongyang’s ballistic missile range.  Based on that test, analysts estimated
that the 1998 technology could reach Beijing, Seoul, Tokyo, and much of southeast
Russia.  With improvements over the last five years, today’s range likely includes
much of eastern Russia, all of China, Southeast Asia, and some of the western United
States.44   Beyond the actual threat of a direct strike, North Korean nuclear weapon
development could cause destabilization of the Korean peninsula and surrounding
states, leading to a nuclear arms race in the region.  One possible scenario starts with
North Korean nuclear development, which in turn leads to the initiation of a South
Korean nuclear program, and then to Japan responding with its own nuclear program.
A regional fear of Japanese nuclear capability could then lead to enhancement of
nuclear development in China.45   For years, even Japan’s strong preference for nuclear
energy sources as a substitute for oil has concerned neighbors because this technol-
ogy makes development of nuclear weapons easier.46   An arms race would be disas-
trous to Asia’s interests, as well as to the world’s interest in Asia’s economic
sustainability and political stability.

Another security-related risk, given the fiscal straits of the North Korean
economy, is the possibility of nuclear arms sales to non-state actors, specifically to
terrorists.  The alleged North Korea-Pakistan link for uranium enrichment technol-
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ogy alludes to a “murky relationship” between Pakistan’s A.Q. Khan Nuclear Re-
search Labs and the North Korean military.  Although this connection is unconfirmed
by the U.S. government, those who have reviewed this intelligence characterized
some of North Korea’s technology as having “‘Made in Pakistan’ stamped all over
it.”47   This connection shows the ease of nuclear technology trade between govern-
ment-backed entities.  The threat from non-governmental actors is even more acute.
Even analysts who downplay the North Korean threat admit that “the only nuclear
threat to the United States from North Korea is indirect, in the potential transfer of
such capabilities to third parties.  Pyongyang has shown no aversion to selling weap-
ons to anyone with the hard currency or barter to pay for them.”48   Beyond purpose-
fully selling these capabilities, poor technical expertise and weak safeguards on ex-
isting North Korean weapons could pave the way for accidental or unintended use of
nuclear capabilities by untrained technicians or disillusioned military leaders.

North Korea’s violation of a number of international agreements has also put
the credibility of those agreements at risk.  The NPT regime increases “states’ confi-
dence about the limits of their potential adversaries’ nuclear programs,” while the
IAEA “creates monitoring capabilities and enforcement incentives” to support that
confidence.49   Some analysts fear that the example of North Korea going nuclear
“would erode the basis of the global nonproliferation regime.”50    Further complicat-
ing any solution to the security situation, this region comprises one-third of global
trade.51   A worldwide interest in the continuity and stability of the region’s economic
links is primary in any consideration of addressing North Korea’s nuclear program.

Motivations
Many of the early and mid-1990s international agreements with North Korea

were motivated by fears of the economic, security, and political ramifications of a
nuclearized Korean peninsula.  However, throughout early 2003, the DPRK regime
has withdrawn from these commitments, most notably the 1991 peninsula agreement
to maintain non-nuclear status on both sides of the DMZ.52   U.S. intelligence sources
estimate that nuclear weapons development efforts began in North Korea as early as
the 1950s.  In 1955, the two nations signed an “Agreement on Science and Technol-
ogy Cooperation Between the USSR and the DPRK,” which allowed for the training
of North Korean specialists in nuclear research.53   The first Soviet-supplied nuclear
reactor arrived in the DPRK in 1965.  The North’s research capabilities continued to
grow, and by the late 1980s Yongbyon was capable of processing significant amounts
of plutonium.54   The motivations for these early efforts to develop nuclear capabili-
ties came in response to the build-up of U.S. tactical nuclear weapons on the southern
side of the 38th parallel following the Korean War, and later, uncertainty in relations
between the North’s two closest allies—the Soviet Union and China.

This security motivation still drives much of DPRK policy today, especially
given the shifting economic balance of power in favor of South Korea and the loss of
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Soviet support.  In 2000, as officials advanced relations with South Korea and the
U.S., the North was still moving forward with its uranium enrichment project, an
indication of the regime’s overriding emphasis on security.  In October 2002,
Pyongyang blamed its nuclear program continuation on the U.S.:  “As far as the
nuclear issue on the Korean Peninsula is concerned, it cropped up as the U.S. has
massively stockpiled nuclear weapons in South Korea and its vicinity and threatened
the DPRK… for nearly half a century.”55

However, in addition to these realist motivations of military power balance,
domestic and normative concerns are often equally strong reasons for countries to
pursue nuclear proliferation.56   Domestic concerns plague the struggling DPRK re-
gime.  Strong absolute military power and an impression of strength relative to the
ROK and the U.S. are really the only mechanisms legitimizing the rule of DPRK
leaders, especially as recent economic hardship has prevented any economic legiti-
macy.  Fear of the regime and indoctrination, both institutionalized in the military,
seem to be the only methods for maintaining its legitimacy on a domestic level.

Second, analysts note that even over the last several years, “North Korean
leaders appear to have placed considerable importance on improving relations with
the United States.”57   Indeed, recognition by the United States is seen as a significant
motivation for Pyongyang: “For North Korea, the recognition that would come from
sitting across the table with the world’s superpower would be priceless.”58   Without
the economic wherewithal to prove global power, nuclear weapons represent an al-
ternative in the minds of North Korean leaders, who employ a largely realist ideology
when conducting foreign affairs. Whether recognition is a key motivation or not,
increasing brinksmanship behavior, just as in the mid-1990s, serves as a “ubiquitous
tool of diplomacy and a flexible support system for the North’s overriding goal of
regime preservation by drawing attention to the North, providing access to much-
needed foreign investment and political relations, and establishing a firmer power
basis for… Kim Jong-Il.”59   The various announcements and the North’s actions are
largely aimed at “escalating the pressure on Washington to begin direct talks.”60

Current U.S. Policy Prescriptions
Despite North Korea’s motivations and the varied interests of the key North-

east Asian players, many of the policy options offered by the academic and
policymaking communities in the U.S. have revolved around narrow solutions that
only address security concerns.  These options can be categorized in three types:
military action, awaiting/causing state collapse, and inducements or concessions.  After
addressing each of these choices, we will propose a more creative and aggressive
option.

Military
The 2002 U.S. National Security Strategy proclaimed:
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America will act against…emerging threats before they are fully
formed.  We cannot defend America and our friends by hoping for
the best.  So we must be prepared to defeat our enemies’ plans…
History will judge harshly those who saw this coming danger but
failed to act.  In the new world we have entered, the only path to
peace and security is the path of action.61

Preemption offers a clear option for action against North Korea.  Michael
O’Hanlon of the Brookings Institute specifies two levels of preemption: tactical and
strategic.  Tactical preemption in the North Korean case would involve a surgical
strike on the Yongbyon facilities to preempt Pyongyang’s ability to extract pluto-
nium.  This action would resemble the Israeli strike on Iraq’s Ocirak nuclear facilities
in 1981.  Key concerns with this strike are the possibility of releasing radioactivity
and the response from North Korea, including possible conventional attacks on Seoul
or Tokyo.  Strategic preemption, however, sets the primary goal as the overthrow of
the DPRK regime.  Regime change would require a war that would likely devastate to
the surrounding area.  It is expected that casualties would include hundreds of thou-
sands of people, especially around Seoul.62

Other military options currently discussed are equally objectionable because
they provide no proactive initiative to stop the current nuclear build-up in North
Korea.  Former Secretary of Defense William Perry recommends increasing deter-
rence in the region to provide a credible threat of U.S. action if North Korean devel-
opment of nuclear weapons continues.  Perry also suggests a red line for defense
activity: the commencement of plutonium reprocessing at Yongbyon.63   However,
North Korea announced in mid-April that this reprocessing was already underway,
demonstrating that this line may have already been crossed.64   As another military
option, noted columnist Charles Krauthammer has recommended the nuclear arming
of Japan as a deterrent response to North Korean nuclear development.65

State Collapse
Beyond military action, several policies have been presented to either en-

courage or await the collapse of the North Korean state.  The early policy of the Bush
Administration after Kelly’s October visit was to take no concrete action.  According
to Ivo Daalder, the Administration “decided not to declare it a crisis in the hope that
it would therefore go away.”66   There was also an early effort to isolate the North
Korean regime through passive diplomacy , whereby regional actors worked together
to refuse to engage the regime.  However, cooperation among states with fairly diver-
gent interests—especially in light of China’s and Russia’s diplomatic relations with
North Korea—has proven difficult.  Neither of these governments wants North Ko-
rean regime collapse.67
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The third option geared toward state collapse is tailored containment, which
is really a combination of pressure and isolation.  This option argues that a series of
benefits provided to the North Korean government, including fuel oil, could be taken
away.  This strategy also calls for coordinating regional pressure on the regime and
instituting additional “sticks,” such as enhanced economic sanctions.  Former Secre-
tary of State James Baker has recommended tailored containment, favoring rigorous
economic and political sanctions as a “more muscular policy approach.”  The memory
of “caving” to North Korea in 1994 only to have its nuclear programs resurface makes
today’s policymakers want to avoid a similar situation.68

Inducement
Since the entire output of the DPRK economy equals only 4 percent of the

U.S. defense budget, the effects of sticks such as economic sanctions are negligible.
Victor Cha describes the benefits of inducements over injunctions: “Carrots can be
effective sticks later on, particularly when you have a country like North Korea,
which doesn’t have very much.”69   Providing certain concessions to the North Ko-
rean leadership to assure an end to the nuclear program revisits the 1994 policy choice.
Nonetheless, because it solved the 1994 tensions, if not the core problems, induce-
ment is a popular option.

The first type of inducement involves removing U.S. troops from South Ko-
rea.  This policy option is popular with many American citizens who see little value
in placing American troops at direct risk while protecting a country “on the other side
of the world.”  Moreover, this option has the potential to solve some existing prob-
lems with the U.S.-South Korea relationship, especially South Korean protests over
U.S. troop behavior.70   Troop removal would obviate such protest, while also remov-
ing a direct threat from North Korea’s borders.71   Lacking that direct threat, some
analysts assume North Korea would back down from its hostile posture.  Recent
Pentagon announcements of scheduled U.S. troop withdrawal from the DMZ signal
some effort in this direction.  However, the accompanying Pentagon rhetoric indi-
cates that these troop redeployments are geared toward war strategy, not toward eas-
ing tensions.72

The second inducement option is to appease the North Koreans with tangible
concessions such as a non-aggression pact from the U.S., energy and food aid, eco-
nomic development assistance, and corporate investment by Japan and other sources.
All of these potential concessions have all been discussed during back-channel nego-
tiations and formal meetings between the U.S. and North Korea.73

Policy Options: Assessment
The above options are not necessarily the best solutions as they all have

specific flaws.  For example, any option involving military action, be it tactical strikes
or a full-scale strategic invasion, invites retaliation.  Kim Jong-Il’s domestic legiti-
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macy and credibility as a ruler would depend on his reaction to any strikes, and would
likely cause him to order a retaliatory strike on South Korea or Japan.

Options involving brinksmanship, increased deterrence, or the nuclearization
of Japan are flawed as well.  In the past, the North Koreans have given no indication
that they are willing to step back from the brink; on the contrary, their strategy usu-
ally features further escalation.  The window of opportunity for a deterrence ap-
proach fades every day, as the North Koreans move closer to having nuclear weap-
ons.  If the U.S. and its allies do not attack when Kim is building his weapons, they
are unlikely to attack when he has nuclear weapons deployed and ready for action.
Furthermore, a nuclear-capable Japan would do nothing but further destabilize the
region, since so many other countries are suspicious of a strong Japan.  Lastly, the
inducement-based solutions to the 1993-94 nuclear crisis with North Korea and the
subsequent failure of those solutions indicate a poor record of success for using car-
rots when negotiating with Pyongyang.

The current crisis begs for a creative and comprehensive solution that will
prevent the same dilemma from arising in five years.  There is also a need to engage
Kim Jong-Il and the North Koreans so that they do not resort to more drastic mea-
sures to get the attention of the U.S.  Strong evidence points to the conclusion that the
North Koreans have two nuclear weapons, and their recent activity suggests that they
will soon be able to build more at an accelerating rate.74

Multi-Track Diplomacy: A Creative Alternative
The goal of the U.S. and its allies should be to ensure that the North Korean

objective does not become large-scale proliferation, building 5-10 weapons each year,
as some Western experts claim is possible.75   In negotiations, it must be clear to the
North Koreans that more is gained through engagement than through nuclear black-
mail or the sale of WMDs to terrorists.  To achieve these goals, the situation calls for
an integrated solution addressing the many areas of unease.  Multi-track diplomacy
refers to a systems approach to peace building that integrates traditional government-
to-government negotiations as well as the participation of non-governmental organi-
zations (NGOs), business groups, private citizens, and the media to create a mutually
reinforcing cycle of increasingly productive engagement. 76   It is this type of systems-
oriented solution that holds the greatest hope for resolution of the Korean dilemma.

Ties between states are relationships that exist on numerous levels.  Political,
cultural, economic, educational, and civil societal dimensions reinforce the inter-
state relationship as a whole.  When a political row occurs, the existence of the other
dimensions keeps the relationship strong.  Multi-track diplomacy creates deeper rela-
tionships than traditional state-to-state diplomacy and gives nations more incentives
to abide by agreements.  It also makes the diplomatic process more durable and flex-
ible.  By cultivating multiple, simultaneous strands of diplomacy this method ensures
that a dialogue continues even when disputes and temporary cessations of negotia-
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tions occur between governments.  Moreover, this approach makes room at the nego-
tiating table for more stakeholders.  The problems North Korea faces are mixed—
economic, social, and humanitarian—so the current crisis is not just a problem for
governments.  There are numerous underlying factors that have led North Korea down
the nuclear path, and multi-track diplomacy addresses several factors simultaneously
and comprehensively.  It also has the added advantage of laying the foundation for
North Korea’s future participation in a host of international agreements, from envi-
ronmental treaties to extradition pacts to weapons agreements, ultimately embedding
North Korea in the international community.

Extra-governmental strategies can also ease the perceived bias of the negoti-
ating structure.  North Korea has repeatedly claimed that the United States has been
unfair in its demands.  It can easily be argued that the U.S. approach to diplomacy is
unpredictable, given the fact that its direction is subject to change with administra-
tions every four to eight years.  Furthermore, it can be claimed that at times the U.S.
ignores international criticism in pursuit of a unilateral agenda.  This diplomacy-
through-strength can create satisfactory short-term solutions for all nations involved;
however, in the long run the failures of this approach become apparent.  Citizens’
groups, businesses, and other interests that can establish relations with counterparts
in North Korea can work toward goals that are in the best interest of all nations,
crafting mutually beneficial initiatives.  Therefore, if North Korea sees the position
and demands of the U.S. as unreasonable, several other avenues are available for
action.  Multilateral actors also tend to be more innovative and willing to take risks
than governments.

A Need for Multilateral Involvement
Coordinating these various strands is easier said than done, however.  Given

the complexity of this approach and the necessity of incorporating various interests
and perspectives, the most effective administrative body would be an oversight panel
including diplomatic experts and representatives from Japan, South Korea, Russia,
China, and the United States.  Delegates from North Korea would also be involved in
order to ensure transparency and increase trust.  Such a panel would facilitate a sin-
gular, coordinated negotiating agenda.  This panel would monitor and coordinate the
activities of all the groups involved in the multi-track process.  It is extremely impor-
tant that all of the aforementioned nations participate because they can each offer
unique contributions, owing to their respective histories with North Korea and their
own domestic experiences.  The division that has led to the North Korean problem is
more than a half-century old and has involved each of the nations mentioned; thus,
any initiative must take the history of conflict, existing mistrust, and coexistence into
consideration.

Also important are the experiences of each of the participants and their exist-
ing relationships to North Korea.  For example, China’s experience transitioning to



Bettinger, Fujimatsu, Starrett 61

capitalism and opening its markets to the global economic system make Chinese
officials well-positioned to assist North Korea with its own economic challenges
facing North Korea.  Russia, as former benefactor to North Korea, has a history of
cooperation and political influence with the DPRK.  South Korea shares a heritage
and culture with the North, and knows the habits, customs, and expectations of the
North better than any other actor.  Lastly, the United States, as the most powerful
nation in the world, can add legitimacy to the process, provide funding and other
resources, and eventually grant the recognition that the North desires.  A collabora-
tive, multinational approach would allay fears that the process is U.S.-dominated and
would build confidence among North Koreans.  Moreover, involving several nations
in negotiations may have a peer-pressure effect; North Korea has stronger ties with
China and Russia than it does with any other nation.  These ties can be used to further
the multi-track solution.

The political structure of North Korea presents unique challenges and unique
opportunities.  The nation has been characterized as Stalinist, totalitarian, and even
Orwellian.  It cannot be denied that Kim Jong-Il exercises overwhelming if not abso-
lute control over his state.  Defectors have described a police state characterized by a
parastructure network of informants and secret police that, along with the million-
member army, serve Kim and his caprices.  Not only is Kim the supreme ruler, but he
also serves as chief diplomat.  Therefore, principles of psychology may be especially
useful in this dilemma.  For instance, creating a timeline of engagement may provide
a reinforcement schedule for the leader, encouraging his state’s entry to and partici-
pation in the global system.

Multi-Track Procedure
This multi-track process should be staged and incremental, allowing time to

evaluate and modify, and to establish a conditioning and reinforcing effect on the
behavior of the North.  However, starting all these initiatives at once could be over-
whelming to the DPRK.  The contacts and trust necessary to effectively pursue multi-
track diplomacy might not exist at the outset of the process.  Therefore, multiple,
semi-independent actions undertaken simultaneously could undermine one another
and jeopardize the entire process.

The first stage should assess and address the humanitarian needs of the North.
This should occur simultaneously with nuclear talks, but should not be conditional
upon their result.  By addressing humanitarian concerns early, the coalition can build
trust with the North Korean people while easing the desperation that may be causing
Kim to act.  It should be made clear to the North Koreans that food is not a bargaining
chip, and humanitarian aid will not be used as tied aid in a carrot-stick type arrange-
ment.  By starting off slowly and building confidence, the process will avoid shocks
to the North Korean system.  Once engaged with the rest of the world, Kim will be
especially sensitive to destabilizing influences that might weaken his grip on power.
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After the immediate domestic crises are addressed, however, Kim may be ready for
broader engagement.  Assuming this is the case, then the participants in this multilat-
eral initiative could pursue more advanced business and socio-cultural ties with the
DPRK.   For example, companies from Japan, China, Russia, South Korea, and the
United States could pursue investment opportunities in North Korea, including form-
ing partnerships and joint ventures.  Multilateral lending institutions such as the World
Bank and Asian Development Bank could also be enlisted in these endeavors.  Civil
society groups from each of the five nations could also be enlisted in the process.

Finally, a huge advantage in resolving this conflict is the cultural commonal-
ity between the North and the South.  This commonality served as the basis of the
Sunshine Policy of the 1990s and should be an aspect of any engagement.  In this
regard, South Korea is uniquely positioned to take the lead, and should be encour-
aged to do so.

Conclusion
When the Soviet Union existed, North Korea had a role and a sponsor in

world affairs.  In the post-Cold War era, the viability of the country and the legiti-
macy of its leadership has become more tenuous. North Korea’s aggressive tactics
find basis in an absence of ties to the current world powers and in a history of conflict
and confrontation.  Intractable policies from Washington and ineffective efforts by
Seoul and Tokyo have slowed the pace of negotiations, allowing Kim to continue to
push the nuclear envelope.  With each unit of uranium that is enriched, with each
plutonium fuel rod that is reprocessed, and with each missile that is tested, the possi-
bility of a major accident, such as a misfired missile or a mishap at a reactor, in-
creases.  The international community, led by the U.S., must actively design an ap-
proach and create an environment in which this will not happen. There is good reason
to believe that North Korea poses a credible threat.  Numerous examples have shown
that punitive sanctions will not work against an adversary with a strong central gov-
ernment.77   Thus, it is imperative to create a more efficient and less dangerous way
for North Korea to meet its own security and economic needs.

Meetings between the United States, North Korea, and China in Beijing were
a step in the right direction despite the negligible outcomes, and broader multilateral
dialogues this fall may add promise to the situation.  The next step is to identify the
needs of the North and formulate a timeline for increasing engagement.  Kim has
shown a willingness to open up to outside investment and trade and seems to under-
stand that the future of his country depends on its relations with the outside world.
But the United States and its allies must be sensitive to the anxieties of an absolute
ruler worried about his regime’s future.  It is up to the United States to provide cre-
ative, forward-looking alternatives.  Empowering non-state actors in the reconcilia-
tion process focuses energies on the underlying social and economic problems at the
root of North Korean malaise.  An incremental, comprehensive approach of multi-
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track diplomacy will allow for constant re-adjustment and re-evaluation and will cre-
ate and reinforce a feeling of mutual trust that is conspicuously absent from the North-
South dialogue today.
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