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THE UNITED STATES AND NORTH KOREA:
POLICY IN LIMBO

For the United States, the problems of the Korean peninsula
by mid-2004 had become almost a distraction, a sideshow that
policy-makers in Washington hoped would not reach a crisis level
again before the presidential election in November. The goal of
American policy, never stated, was to keep up an appearance of
dialogue that could not possibly advance the cause of
inter-Korean relations, much less bring about an end to the North
Korean nuclear program. So doing, negotiators also had to make
certain the negotiating process did not entirely break down. The
six-party talks in Beijing, in August 2003, February 2004 and
again, possibly, in the summer of 2004 provided a forum for
American diplomats to tread water, seeming to go along with the
wishes of South Korean leaders for progress toward reconciliation
while making half-hearted gestures toward appeasing North
Korea.

It was against this background that Joseph DeTrani, the US.
special envoy for North Korea, chatted on the sidelines of the
"working group" talks in Beijing in May with North Korea's Ri
Gun about what was needed to bring about a deal on North
Korea’s nuclear weapons program. The meeting was significant

since North Korea had steadfastly denied developing warheads
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with highly enriched uranium despite U.S. claims that Kang Sok
Joo, the North's deputy foreign minister, acknowledged the
existence of the program during Kelly’s mission to Pyongyang in
early October 2002. It was that acknowledgement, of course, that
triggered the whole chain of events that destroyed the Geneva
framework agreement of October 1994. Washington halted
monthly shipments of heavy fuel oil to North Korea in November
2002, and North Korea expelled International Atomic Energy
Agency inspectors from the Yongbyon nuclear complex at the end
of the year. In rapid succession, North Korea in early 2003
removed 8,000 spent fuel rods from the cooling pond, withdrew
from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, restarted the
five-megawatt experimental reactor, and said it was again
producing nuclear warheads made of plutonium, the type that
were specifically covered by the Geneva framework. At the same
time, work totally stopped on construction of twin light-water
reactors at Kumho, on the northeastern coast of North Korea. The
Korean Peninsula Energy Development Organization, KEDO, the
elaborate structure devised by U.S. negotiators for seeing through
the project, to be financed largely by South Korea and Japan, was
moribund if not dead.

Ri Gun in effect acknowledged the existence of the highly
enriched uranium program, according to second-hand reports on
his talk with DeTrani, by musing on whether Washington would
reward the North for giving it up. At issue was whether the

United States would be willing to countenance resumption of
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construction of the light-water reactors, along with massive
amounts of aid, as the quid pro quo. Word filtered out that the
light-water reactors might comprise "one element" of a package
deal provided North Korea acquiesced to a number demands,
from the return of IAEA inspectors to Yongbyon to resumption
of adherence to the Non-Proliferation Treaty. DeTrani, in Beijing,
would say only that he had had a "good meeting" but gave no
details. Whatever he might have said was soon repudiated by
Washington. First came a report that he was not "authorized" to
have discussed anything specific; next came word that U.S. policy
had not changed and North Korea had said or done nothing to
bring about a shift. Finally, officials spread the word that the
light-water reactor project had not been a good idea and would
not resume even though KEDO somehow remained alive as an
administrative unit headquartered in New York.

The gamesmanship surrounding the "working group" talks
might suggest that the United States did not have a clear,
coherent policy toward North Korea and that bureaucrats in
Washington were divided on how to deal with the North. While
both those suppositions might be true, the overwhelming
impression was that negotiators were engaged in stalling tactics
that would lead nowhere. The U.S. policy was that of maintaining
an uneasy status quo from which would emerge no solution
unless dialogue in itself was viewed as a solution, an acceptable
alternative to the immediate danger of armed conflict. North

Korean policy in turn appeared to be influenced by the sense that
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time was on the side of the North, that the United States would
tire of its role in South Korea, especially while U.S. forces had to
focus on Iraq. North Korea could stick to its position, demanding
US. withdrawal from South Korea '"simultaneously” with any
moves on North Korea's part toward giving up its nuclear
weapons program. The North counted, always, on rising
anti-Americanism in South Korea that had entered the
mainstream of South Korean politics and governance.

The success of the Uri Party in gaining a majority in the
South’s National Assembly in the April elections and the election
to the Assembly of ten members of the leftist Democratic Labor
Party strengthened the hand of the South Korean government in
dealing independently from the United States. The constitutional
court’s rejection of President Roh Moo Hyun's impeachment in
March by the previous Assembly gave Roh, his advisers and
ministers a bargaining power in relations with Washington that
they had not had previously. The foreign minister, Ban Ki Moon,
reduced the negotiating process to the level of quibbling, advising
Washington to give up its insistence on CVID, "complete,
verifiable, irreversible dismantlement" of North Korea's nuclear
weapons, arguing that North Koreans were turned off by hearing
the words, or initials, so often. Just find a more fortuitous phrase,
the South Koreans implored, and the level of dialogue may pick
up.

There was no doubt that U.S. policy toward North Korea was

influenced - and complicated - by increasing problems between
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Washington and Seoul. U.S. officials steadfastly denied any real
differences, but the South Korean government was put off by
President Bush’s characterization of North Korea in his
state-of-the-union address in January 2002 as part of an "axis of
evil" that also included Iraq and Iran. Other characterizations,
such as a report that he referred to the North Korean leader, Kim
Jong II, as a "pygmy," in a conversation with Republican Party
lawmakers, added to the impression that Washington was in no
mood to go along with reconciliation. By 2004, however, through
inter-action at all levels between Washington and Seoul, South
Korean officials had managed to persuade the Bush people to
tone down the rhetoric. Officially, U.S. policy toward North Korea
remained unchanged. In practice, however, the shift in verbiage
was a reflection of a shift in emphasis, particularly as the Korean
"crisis," by now reduced in the foreign media to the level of a
"standoff," faded from American front pages, evening newscasts
and Sunday talk shows.

Differences between U.S. and North Korea meant, however,
there was not the slightest chance of a diplomatic "breakthrough"
in the foreseeable future. The Congressional Research Service and
others in Washington could produce report after report on the
North Korean drug trade, counterfeiting of U.S. currency, and
human rights abuses. John Bolton, the outspoken undersecretary
of state for arms control, could periodically deliver diatribes
taking North Korea to task for a wide range of offenses. South

Korea, just as pointedly, could avoid any declarations or
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statements that might offend North Korea, whether on human
rights abuses or nuclear weapons or anything else.

US. policy, however, was not exactly frozen. Or, if it were,
the ice was turning to slush. Quite aside from the six-party talks,
change appeared possible from two directions. First, the Pentagon
upset the long-established pattern of defense of South Korea with
a sweeping review of defense of the region that highlighted the
need for '"flexibility" - meaning, for the Korean peninsula,
withdrawal of combat forces from the historic invasion route
from North Korea to Seoul and on south. Second, the global "war
on terrorism," as fought in Iraq and Afghanistan, stretched US.
forces thin to the point of snapping. South Korea began to bear
the brunt of the impact in May 2004 when the Pentagon told
South Korea’'s ministry of national defense of plans to transfer a
brigade of 3,600 troops from the Second Infantry Division,
headquartered north of Seoul, to Iraq by August. While South
Koreans were digesting that news, the Pentagon said it wanted to
scale back the number of U.SS. troops in South Korea from 37,000
to 25,000.

The downsizing of the American presence in South Korea
would inevitably have grave repercussions on U.S. policy
vis-a-vis North as well as South Korea. North Korean diplomats,
at the United Nations and elsewhere, might contend that the U.S.
plan was all part of an American plot to set the stage for a
"preemptive strike" on the North. The United States, according to

this logic, wanted its forces out of the way of a North Korean



10 eMi= 3 S501Q| Halet H

retaliatory artillery barrage or infantry attack across the
demilitarized zone. South Korean officials, for their part, were
scarcely reassured by U.S. promises of $11 billion in new
weaponry. Nor were they consoled by US. claims that modern
warfare had advanced to the point at which U.S. forces could
respond just as effectively from positions south of Seoul while
reinforcements flew in from Okinawa and the United States.

South Korean strategy lay in persuading the United States to
put off any drastic downsizing for as long as possible, beginning
with the next regularly scheduled talks on the Future of the
Alliance Policy Initiative. As Kim Sook, director-general of the
North American bureau at the foreign ministry, noted, "The
security situation on the Korean peninsula should be taken into
carefully consideration, and there should be no changes to the
ROK (Republic of Korea)-U.S. combined defense posture." Kim
and Wi Sung Lac, Kim’s predecessor on the North American
desk, now policy coordinator at the National Security Council,
plus a senior military officer, faced a formidable U.S. negotiator
in Richard Lawless, assistant secretary of defense. Lawless had
been advancing the cause of restructuring in talks for the past
two years.

While the latest talks might conclude in a blaze of cliches, it
would be in the talks beside the talks -on the sidelines - that
negotiators would haggle over the US. proposal for the biggest
reduction of forces since the 1970s when the U.S. withdrew a

division from the country. The radical restructuring all fell under
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the rubric of what the Pentagon called the Global Defense
Posturing Review or GDR, a blueprint for the future disposition
of US. forces around the world. It was under the GDR that the
Pentagon classified bases as Power Projection Hubs (PPH), Main
Operation Bases (MOB), Forward Operating Sites and
Cooperative Security Locations. U.S. Forces in Korea would "serve
as an MOB or stand somewhere between PPH and MOB,"
according to one South Korean official, but some Koreans
wondered if they might be relegated to a lesser category.

In fact, US. claims of the ability to respond quickly and
effectively to limited North Korean military thrusts were not
convincing. What if North Korean forces should suddenly try to
take over some of the islets just below the "northern limit line"
that the United Nations Command and South Korea had set long
ago as the border at sea between North and South? At least twice
in recent years, South Korean naval forces had faced North
Korean intrusions, turning the North Koreans back decisively in
June 1999 but much less effectively in June 2002 when five South
Korean sailors were killed. In talks between South and North
Korean general officers at Mount Kumkang in May 2004, North
Korea not only repeated its rejection of the "northern limit line"
but set forth its demand for a line much further south, below a
number of islands held by South Korea. Would the United States
be able or willing to respond quickly and decisively if South
Korean naval vessels and ground forces were incapable of
defending the line at sea? And would the Americans rush to the
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rescue if North Korean ground forces intruded only slightly
below the demilitarized zone, nipping off small parcels of
territory?

The answers to such questions were all the more uncertain as
Americans prepared to vote on whether to give George W. Bush
another term as president - or replace him with the Democratic
Party challenger, John Kerry. Divisions over policy toward North
Korea within the Bush administration, between the Pentagon and
the State Department, between senior officials within each of
these vast bureaucracies, paled beside the seeming differences
between Republicans and Democrats over how to deal with
North Korea.

While Bush stayed largely away from the Korean issue in
2004, Kerry saw it as another opportunity to flay the
administration for its shortcomings. He had no trouble blaming
Bush and his advisers for reversing what the Democrats had
claimed had been progress toward reconciliation in the final
months of the Clinton administration. In a television interview,
Kerry accused the Bush administration of "one of the greatest
abdications of foreign policy that I've seen in all the years that
I've been in the Senate." The trouble, he said, had begun "with
a disastrous decision by the president to reverse the decision of
(Secretary of State) Colin Powell to engage the North Koreans
and pick up where Secretary Perry and Bill Clinton left off." The
Bush people "should have been engaged in bilateral negotiations

from the get-go, from the beginning." Kerry made an easy
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connection between North Korea’s stated fears of a preemptive
strike and its insistence on the need for nuclear weapons, relating
the North Korean response to the U.S. invasion of Iraq. "It was
obvious that when you announce a policy of preemption and you
invade another country, and you begin to build bunker-busting
nuclear weapons," he argued, "that Kim Jong Il was going to find
a way to get the attention of this administration and he did."
Kerry’s remarks were a reminder of what for a few brief
months had appeared almost as a halcyon period in US. efforts
toward rapprochement with North Korea. It was in October 2000,
less than a month before that year’s presidential election, that
North Korea’s second most powerful leader, Vice Marshal Jo
Myong Rok, had gone to Washington to confer with the three
Americans with the greatest influence on U.S. policy, President
Clinton, Secretary of State Madeleine Albright and Defense
Secretary William Perry. Jo, the most senior North Korean ever
to visit the American capital, wore full military regalia symbolic
of North Korean power as he called on Clinton at the White
House. Then, in mufti, symbolizing the North’s desire for peace,
he was feted at a State Department dinner hosted by Albright.
At the top of Jo's agenda was North Korea’s continued drive
for removal from the US. list of countries supporting terrorism -
a prerequisite, in North Korea’s view, for the opening of
diplomatic missions in each other’s capitals. U.S. leaders raised
such issues as Pyongyang’s program for exporting ballistic

missiles to Middle East countries as well as its adherence to the
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1994 Geneva Framework. The drive toward U.S.-North Korean
reconciliation reached its zenith when Albright journeyed to
Pyongyang ten days later, standing beside Kim Jong Il in a
display of rhetoric and propaganda at May First stadium while
Clinton mused over a sortie of his own to Pyongyang. After the
Democratic administration had run out of time during the
infamous recount that gave Florida’s electoral votes to Bush,
President Kim Dae Jung in March 2001 flew to Washington for a
summit with the new president that he hoped would produce
endorsement of his "Sunshine" policy toward the North.

Far form exchanging pleasantries in the style of Clinton and
Albright, however, Bush shocked DJ by pointedly expressing
"some skepticism" about Kim Jong II's reliability as a negotiating
partner. What was the point of reaching a deal with him, Bush
asked, if there was still a problem with "verification" on any
agreement for the North to stop producing, testing and exporting
missiles, most of them sold to Muslim countries at odds with
Israel? With that, Bush suspended the dialogue the Clinton
administration had been conducting with Pyongyang, announcing
that talks would not resume until his own trusted appointees had
thoroughly scrutinized policy vis-a-vis North Korea. From
Pyongyang’s perspective, Washington had crossed the divide
from reconciliation to hostility. = The mere suggestion that
negotiations cover 'conventional arms' was seen as a
precondition since the Clinton administration had never broached

the issue of the presence of the vast majority of North Korea's 1.1
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million troops within 50 kilometers of the demilitarized zone.

Kim Jong 1II, visiting Russia on his train journey to Moscow
in August 2001, called for withdrawal of U.S. forces, publicly
contradicting the approbation that Kim Dae Jung had said he had
voiced in the inter-Korean summit in Pyongyang in June 2000.
The only explanation from Seoul for this seeming duplicity was
that he had told DJ in private what he really believed but had
to grandstand for his would-be destroyers at home. That
explanation, however, appeared more as an exercise in wishful
thinking than as a sober appraisal. Kim Jong II's posturing put
Kim Dae Jung in an embarrassing position. Critics raised the
possibility that DJ had lied in his account of his conversation with
Kim Jong Il. Since there were no minutes, no transcript of the
meeting, we have to take DJ’s word for what was said. Lending
credence to Kim Dae Jung's account, however, Jimmy Carter, in
South Korea on behalf of Habitat for Humanity while Kim Jong
Il was calling on Russia’s President Vladimir Putin, said at a press
conference that Kim Il Sung had given him a similar reassurance
in 1994. According to Carter, the North Korean leader had talked
reasonably, shortly before he died, about the need for an
American presence.

Construction of the first rail link between North and South
Korea might presage the resumption of commerce by land, but
work on the North Korean side stopped dead in its tracks
whenever the North was particularly aggrieved by the policies of
the Bush administration. One had to ask, though, whether the
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process was going anywhere. More voices were raised claiming
the South was making all the concessions. Reunions of members
of families divided by the Korean War, agreed on at the
inter-Korean summit, were of dubious value. All the North
Koreans who came to Seoul were party hacks who had gone to
the North during the Korean War, some under duress, others of
their own volition. All the North Koreans whom South Koreans
visited in Pyongyang were tutored to revel their long-lost
relatives with tales of the joys of life under Kim Jong II. Finally,
the whole family visit program was shifted, with no protest from
South Korea, to the North Korean resort at Mount Kumkang,
built up at South Korean expense. South Korea also agreed to
pour money and expertise into an industrial complex at Kaesong,
near the truce village of Panmunjom, another project that was not
likely to produce dividends any time soon.

Those frustrations were minor, however, compared with what
Americans saw as the overriding issue, North Korea's nuclear
weapons program. The International Atomic Energy Agency in
late May 2004 revealed that it was investigating reports from
Pakistan investigators, probing the nuclear sales network
masterminded by Abdul Qadeer Khan, "father’ of Pakistan’s
nuclear weapons program, that North Korea had shipped
uranium hexafluoride to Pakistan in 2001. From Pakistan, the
compound, from which highly enriched uranium for warheads is
derived, had gone to Libya. The report, if true, would verify two
crucial points. The first was that North Korea had gone further
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than previously believed toward developing nuclear warheads,
and, second, that North Korea was willing to violate its own
stated self-prohibition against exporting nuclear materiel or
technology. North Korea denied having shipped uranium
hexafluoride to Libya but avoided the issue of whether it had
shipped it to Pakistan.

With remarkable timing, moreover, North Korea publicized
its long-established refusal to yield to demands on abandoning
the portion of its nuclear weapons program that it acknowledged,
its production of warheads from plutonium processed at
Yongbyon. Reporting on a visit to Pyongyang in the Financial
Times in early May, 2004, Selig Harrison said North Korea was
"eager to resolve the nuclear weapons crisis -- but only by
concluding a step-by-step denuclearization agreement linked with
progress toward the normalization of ties with the US." Kim Jong
II's regime, he wrote, "will not accept the Bush administration’s
demands for the ‘complete, verifiable, irreversible dismantling’
(CVID) of his nuclear weapons programme all at once, without
knowing what he will get in return."

Harrison, director of the Asia program at the Center for
International Policy in Washington, said his assessment emerged
"from interviews in Pyongyang with Kim Yong-nam, number two
to Kim Jong-II; Paik Nam-soon, foreign minister; Kim Gye-gwan,
vice-foreign minister; Gen. Ri Chan-bok, spokesman for the
Korean People’s Army; and others." Kim Yong Nam, president

of the Supreme People’s Assembly, was quoted as observing that
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Bush "is being kept very busy with Iraq" and "we don’t think he
is at all serious about resolving the nuclear issue with us in a fair
way, since we obviously can’'t accept the 'CVID first”" Kim
added, "My feeling is he is delaying resolution of the nuclear
issue due to Iraq and the presidential election."

At the same time, Kim Yong Nam repeated a threat that had
become all too familiar to readers of North Korean propaganda.
"But time is not on his side," he was quoted as saying. "We are
going to use this time 100 percent effectively to strengthen our
nuclear deterrent both quantitatively and qualitatively," he added.
"Why doesn’t he [Bush] accept our proposal to dismantle our
programme completely and verifiably through simultaneous steps
by both sides?" Kim Gye Gwan provided details. In step one,
Harrison reported, "North Korea would freeze its plutonium
programme in exchange for multilateral energy aid, an end to US
economic sanctions and the removal of North Korea from the US
list of terrorist states, which would open the way for World Bank
and Asian Development Bank aid."

Harrison suggested the United States was to blame for the
impasse. "North Korea has proposed that negotiations on the
freeze start immediately, during the meeting of a six-nation
working group in Beijing on May 12," he wrote, "but Kim Gye
Gwan said the US wanted the agenda restricted to CVID." In fact,
he quoted Kim as having added: "The only reason we are
developing nuclear weapons is to deter an American pre-emptive

attack. After all, we have been singled out as the target for such
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an attack and we are the justification for the development of a
new generation of US nuclear weapons. We don’t want to suffer
the fate of Iraq."

Harrison’s report, however, overlooked the issue of warheads
made from highly enriched uranium. If Kerry were to press for
bilateral negotiations, and if the United States were to scale down
its military commitment to South Korea, that issue would remain.
Kerry, as he warmed up to the campaign value of nuclear
terrorism, announced at the beginning of June that he would
create the post of White House assistant to deal with it. One
senior official, with a full staff, he proposed, would work
full-time to find ways to counter this threat.

By extension of this logic, the United States would forcefully
confront North Korea with the nuclear issue in any forum,
whether bilateral or multilateral. But would Kim Jong II, fully
aware of the high priority that Kerry was giving the nuclear
issue, agree to such talks? The United States, having failed to find
weapons of mass destruction in Irag, would have no trouble
proving that they existed in North Korea. The North, by the latest
estimates of the Central Intelligence Agency, might have as many
as eight warheads at its Yongbyon facility. The longer the United
States avoided negotiations, and an agreement, the more
warheads North Korea might build. But would such an
agreement cover warheads fashioned from highly enriched
uranium? Would North Korea publicly confess such a program -

and would the North ever admit inspectors from the International
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Atomic Energy Agency to numerous sites, some in caves and
tunnels in remote mountainous areas, to ascertain the extent of
the program?

The answers to these questions were undoubtedly no. The
future of North Korean policy, whether under Bush or Kerry,
appeared as uncertain in 2004 as it had always been. All that was
clear was that the United States, under the Bush administration,
as under the Clinton administration, had gone close to the brink
of a second Korean War but then pulled back - Clinton in the
run-up to the 1994 agreement, Bush in bringing about six-party
talks. Kerry, judging from his remarks, might veer between the
desire to move quickly toward agreement, including a program
for providing energy for the North, if not with light-water
reactors, then with other more practicable power sources. As
North Korea stood fast against inspections that its leaders saw as
intrusive, against giving up a nuclear program that was central to
national pride, Kerry, like his predecessors, might also consider
strong measures. U.S. policy toward North Korea, in flux under
Clinton and for the first three years under Bush, was now in
limbo. Negotiations so far had yielded no substantial results. The
United States remained reluctant to pursue any course other than
a delaying action in the form of fitful, fruitless talks at least until
upheaval in North Korea or elsewhere, or a rash act on the part
of the North, forced a bold response that no leader wanted to
contemplate.

Donald Kirk, journalist and author, has written two books
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and numerous journal, magazine and newspaper articles and

commentaries on Korean issues.
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