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The purpose of this brief paper is to give a summary of the positions and policies of the governments of the participants in the Six Party talks as I see them and to sketch out possible scenarios for the immediate, and intermediate, future. The view taken is that of a dispassionate outsider.  The opinions expressed are my personal ones and do not necessarily represent those of CSCAP NZ.  However they are consistent with the idea of  New Zealand being a concerned observer but not a direct participant. We have friendships, but not alliances. New Zealand should promote peace and prosperity in Northeast Asia, and be concerned at anything which imperils it, but we have no natural leanings towards, or against, any country. I feel that an important function of CSCAP is to allow academics from outside to offer their perspectives; outside both in the sense of not being part of government, or directly funded by government, but also not being from one of the countries intimately involved in the issue.

Positions and Policies

Bob Bedeski, at a recent conference on Canada-Korea relations at the University of British Columbia (4 October 2003) went through each of the Six in terms of their ‘national interest’.  By this I took him to mean a distinction between what might be said in public by governments and what might be surmised about the underlying perceptions of interest, of advantage and disadvantage.  I will follow the same approach though my interpretation may well differ from his. 

There are three immediate problems.  The perceptions of policy makers might be false and this may be apparent to the observer. If perceptions can be mistaken then perceptions about perceptions are doubly hazardous.  These two taken together may lead to the danger that we ascribe too much rationality, and too little emotion, to policy makers; we may be unaware of the intra-elite dynamics and give too little weight to them. The third problem is that governments are not monolithic and while dissension in Washington is more obvious than it is in the other capitals it is not unique to the US government.  However, for reasons of brevity, as well as ignorance, I will dwell on conflicting opinions in any detail, except for Washington.

Russia and China

These two countries can be taken together, at least initially, because they have so much in common in this context.  Both were traditional allies of the DPRK but relations were seldom smooth, and were often strained, especially in the 1990s.  In its search for independence the DPRK played each off against the other, and always distanced itself from both of them.  The ROK, by contrast, having only one patron did not have this possibility. Whatever disagreements there have been between Seoul and Washington in the past, and today, the relationship is more intimate, and mutually beneficial (in, for instance, economic affairs) than was the case with Pyongyang’s relations with Moscow and Beijing.

For both Russia and China good relations with the United States is the necessary foundation of foreign policy.  Whatever they might privately think of US policy they are not in a position to openly oppose it.  American military and economic power is such that they are very reluctant to resist US moves, except when they consider them too damaging to their own national interests in general, and then only cautiously.  This they share with probably all governments around the world (including quite crucially Pyongyang). The ROK has become a significant economic partner for both of them, especially China.
 For both of them, most particularly China, either a war centred on the Korean peninsula or a collapse of the DPRK would have very serious consequences.  Similarly, they have a common interest in the peaceful economic integration of the Korean peninsula. For Russia this would facilitate the export of gas to south Korea and Japan, and help establish Russia as a landbridge between Europe and the eastern littoral of Asia. China also would benefit from land access to south Korea (and through to Japan), and might also expect to participate in land trade with Europe. 

Although they hold common hopes and fears for the Korean peninsula, Russia and China clearly differ in their involvement.  Iraq illustrates their differing perspectives.  Russia took a much stronger line than China which was rumoured to have adopted a soft stance in the Security Council in exchange for a US promise not to attack the DPRK.
 China stands to suffer much more from a DPRK collapse, with a flood of refugees, and to gain more from peaceful economic integration.  There might be a loss in terms of diversion of south Korean investment from China to the north, but that would be offset by other benefits. Neither Russia nor China would be happy about the stationing of US troops in the north, but  the effect, which would be largely symbolic with little military significance, would weigh more heavily on China.  Mao Zedong was not the only Chinese to have lost a son there.

Whilst Putin has taken a more forceful and personal interest in East Asia than Yeltsin did, the Russian role in the present crisis has been basically limited to the mission by Deputy Foreign Minister Losyukov in January this year. The appointment of Losyukov as chief Russian delegate to the talks was in indication of Russian commitment.  However, the Six party talks, and the Three party talks which preceded them in April was China’s achievement. 
 The talks were rich in historical symbolism, as if Beijing were once more the arbiter of disputes between a tributary state and encroaching barbarians. 

Japan

Whilst the position and policies of Russia and China have been broadly consistent and predictable, those of Japan have been marked in the last year by a dramatic double volte-face, the result of the continuing struggle between what may be conveniently labelled the peace and remilitarisation forces in Japanese political and US pressure.  Whilst the past has not been entirely laid to rest the ROK and Japan have managed to achieve reasonable good neighbourly relations.  This was in distinct contrast to both the lack of formal diplomatic relations and the mutual hostility that marked Japan-particularly the June summit, put pressure on Tokyo to mend its bridges with Pyongyang there seemed to be little progress.
  Indeed, by 2001/2 relations had distinctly deteriorated; in December 2001 there were raids on the offices of Chongryon, the pro-Pyongyang association of Korean Japanese
 and a North Korean ‘spy’ ship was sunk, outside Japanese territorial waters and in fact inside Chinese economic zone
. The saga of the raising of the ‘spy boat’, and the crack-down on Chongryon continued into 2002 when, suddenly on 31 August 2002, it was announced that Prime Minister Koizumi would be going to Pyongyang on 17 September for a summit with Kim Jong Il. The Japanese press that the historic, and unprecedented, meeting was ‘aimed at making a breakthrough … in the deadlocked negotiations between the countries to normalize diplomatic relations. The talks, which started in 1991, have been suspended since 2000.’ 

The summit, while not warm, was business-like and both sides seemed to achieved a reasonable compromise.  They pledged themselves to ‘establish diplomatic ties at an early date’.
  In respect of the abductees ‘the DPRK side declared that it would take a proper measure to prevent the recurrence of such regrettable things’, and privately, according to Japanese sources,  Kim Jong Il apologised and it was agreed that they would be allowed to return to Japan, and a face-saving formula seems to have been arrived at. . Kim also said that the moratorium on missile tests would extend beyond 2003.  The Japanese, for their part, ‘honestly admitted the historical facts that it had inflicted huge damage and sufferings upon the Korean people during its past colonial rule over Korea and keenly reflected on and sincerely apologized for them’, and agreed to discuss reparations, though no figures were mentioned and the phrasing was vague.  The DPRK climb-down of abductees was widely seen as a remarkable concession and indication of how anxious they were to establish normal relations with Japan.  It would it yield vital economic benefits, both in terms of disguised reparations (often estimated at $8-10billion) and trade.
 Politically it would outflank Washington.

Therein lay the problem.  It appeared that Washington, which had been given a days notice of the announcement, was not pleased.  Jonathan Pollack has argued (at the last NWPG meeting and now in print) that ‘triggered movement in U.S. policy’ leading to the allegations in the Kelly visit in October that brought about the present crisis.
 It is not clear what US pressure was applied on Koizumi after the Pyongyang visit and it may be that he was genuinely surprised at the media hysteria about the abductions. Whatever the reasons, there was another abrupt change in policy. The abductees who had been allowed by North Korea to visit family in Japan were not allowed to return thus effectively scuttling what had been a settled issue.   A year later, a KCNA statement of 17 September 2003 noted that ‘bilateral relations are much worse’ than before the summit.

US pressure on Japan aside, there are two other important factors to note.  First, the abductee question, however inflamed it might have been by the media, is clearly an emotional issue in Japan, resting on deep racialist roots.  A strong line on North Korea both sells papers and wins votes, although it does not seem to have specifically featured in the current election. Second, it should be seen against the backdrop of the continuing struggle between those who want a non-militaristic, Japan at peace with its Asian neighbours and those argue that Japan, which already has the fourth largest arms budget in the world, should become a ‘normal’ nation with the legal armed forces to match.
  The DPRK provides a very convenient ‘threat’ to support the cause of remilitarisation.
  Japan is perhaps teetering on the brink of becoming a nuclear power.

Republic of Korea

It would be inappropriate for me, in Seoul, to attempt to go into the ROK position in any detail but I would like to sketch out what I think are the salient points.

Any government in Seoul needs to pay a huge amount of attention to Washington and a continuing theme of south Korean politics has been the attempt to wrest as much independence from the United States as possible. This goes back to Syngman Rhee and continues up to Roh Moo-hyun.  President Roh put it diplomatically in his inauguration speech:

We will foster and develop this cherished [US-ROK] alliance. We will see to it that the alliance matures into a more reciprocal and equitable relationship. We will also expand relations with other countries, including traditional friends.

He also said, in the same speech, ‘South and North Korea are the two main actors in inter-Korean relations’.  This can be interpreted as being addressed to both Pyongyang and Washington. The DPRK, as is well known, has always stressed that security issues (including the present crisis) are primarily a bilateral matter between it and the United States.   So Roh is claiming a role for the ROK.  But he is also saying to Washington that where there is a divergence,  ROK interests in the Korean peninsula should take precedence over those of the United States.

I will suggest in a moment that  US policy has been based on hostility to the very existence of the DPRK and informed by a desire to bring about its collapse. As I understand it, Roh’s policy, and that of Kim Dae-jung to go back no further, has been to secure the survival of the DPRK, the lessening of tension and animosity within the peninsula, leading to increasing economic integration between the two halves of the country.  At the same time the ROK would seek to facilitate the DPRK’s diplomatic and economic engagement with the capitalist world.  This process would lead, over time, to a relative equalisation and harmonisation of the southern and northern economies, and perhaps polities, that would make peaceful and consensual reunification feasible.

There is little debate that war centred on the peninsula would be disastrous both in the short and long term.  Much of the peninsula might be devastated.  Japan, even if it did not initiate a strike, would be a legitimate target as the host of US bases. Despite the American solipsistic brouhaha about ‘the North Korean threat’, the ability of the DPRK to be able to retaliate against the continental United States is unlikely, but a possibility.  The DPRK would be a harder nut than Iraq to crack, but as in the main anger to the US would be in a prolonged resistance war, a war that the ROK would be drafted into fighting.  The political and social consequences need no elaboration.

A peaceful collapse of the DPRK would have very serious consequences for the ROK, far outweighing the impact  of  the demise of the DDR.  For one thing there is the heritage of the Korean War and its aftermath, of which there was no parallel in Germany. The current economic state of the DPRK is well known; the latest estimate from the Bank of Korea is that the Gross National Income (GNI)  was 1/28th of the ROK, and the per capita GNI approximately 1/13th. 
 It should be noted however that the same report indicated a limited recovery from the economic crisis of the 1990s with four years of positive GDP growth, and in 2001 slightly better than the ROK.

The indications are the south would be left to foot the bill for the reconstruction of the north with very modest support from the United States and its ‘international community’.
  Calculations vary, but the costs would be formidable.
 Professor Sohn Hong-keun has warned that, 

The potential collapse of the economy in North Korea must be avoided at all costs, as this will only bring instability, both politically and economically, first to the North Eastern region of Asia and, subsequently, to most regions of the world.

The frequently reiterated call, in various formulations, that the ‘North Korean nuclear issue should be resolved peacefully through dialogue’ and that the DPRK  should forgo the ‘development of nuclear weapons’ in exchange for ‘guarantees for the security of its regime and international economic support’ is essentially code that the ROK opposes the confrontational policy of the Bush administration.
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea

By contrast to the ROK, the DPRK position is fairly straightforward and easy to describe.  Its stated position accords reasonably well with what we can surmise to be its self-perceived, and actual, national interests.  Whilst there is an element of bargaining, and the DPRK has shown itself to be flexible and accommodating in the past if that is reciprocated, but the statements need little decoding.
 The DPRK basically is after two, perhaps three, things:

· National survival

· The opportunity to engage in the international economy without US hindrance

Or, in the words of the statement by the DPRK Foreign Ministry on 25 October 2003, the DPRK

clarified that it was ready to seek a negotiated settlement of this issue on the following three conditions: firstly, if the U.S. recognizes the DPRK’s sovereignty, secondly, if it assures the DPRK of nonaggression and thirdly, if the U.S. does not hinder the economic development of the DPRK.

Not ‘hindering the economic development’ refers to the US veto on DPRK joining international financial institutions, sanctions (including restrictions on access to information technology through the Wassenaar Arrangement
) and claims that the US has both threatened, and carried, disruption of DPRK relations with ROK and Japan.

The third demand is a package whose definition seems to shift a bit but includes at the minimum that the United States comply with the promise in the Agreed Framework to provide LW reactors.  At times there have been claims for compensation for the electricity generation foregone by the late building (and now suspension) of the reactors.  The latest Foreign Ministry statement, on 25 October 2003, mentions ‘economic and humanitarian aid from the U.S’. 

Substance aside, the main concern of the DPRK, and a crucial matter of contention with the United States, is the question of sequencing and simultaneous action. There has been a certain hardening of the DPRK position since the Agreed Framework. For instance, Clause II of the AF said ‘The two sides will move toward full normalization of political and economic relations’. Now establishment of diplomatic relations is no longer down stream, to be moved toward, but one of the ‘simultaneous actions’. ‘Simultaneous’ is the key word in current DPRK statements –

In a comment as regards the U.S.’s recent expression of its intention to provide the DPRK with assurances of non-aggression, the spokesman said, ‘we are ready to consider Bush’s remarks on the ‘written assurances of non-aggression if they are based on the intention to co-exist with the DPRK and aimed to play a positive role in realizing a proposal for a package solution on the principle of simultaneous actions. ‘What we want is for both sides to drop guns and establish normal state relationship to co-exist peacefully.’ 

The statement conveniently and clearly brackets what the DPRK wants, and what it will give:

The DPRK has previously said that ‘simultaneous actions’ include economic and humanitarian aid from the U.S., opening diplomatic ties, and building nuclear reactors. Pyongyang has also said it must include a nonaggression treaty which the Bush administration has refused. 

In exchange, the DPRK has said it would declare its willingness to give up nuclear development, allow nuclear inspections, give up missiles exports and finally dismantle its nuclear facilities.
 

United States

Most writers aromatically assume that the overriding US objective is to prevent the DPRK developing a nuclear weapons capability.  That is would seem part of it but is an incomplete explanation.  The Agreed Framework froze the DPRK plutonium programme and would have led to the dismantling of the reactors in due course.  Why did the Bush administration ‘walk away’ from the AF?
 Indeed, why has it refused, over the past year, to test the DPRK’s stated readiness ‘to give up nuclear development, allow nuclear inspections’. To a visiting Martian, the DPRK conditions of non-aggression and diplomatic relations would seem very undemanding; isn’t that how Earthlings are supposed to conduct their affairs?

In 1999 Richard L. Armitage, currently Deputy Secretary of State, chaired a working a working group on U.S. Policy Toward North Korea (whose members included Paul Wolfowitz) , which resulted in a short paper entitled ‘A Comprehensive Approach to North Korea’.
  The reasoning is opaque and many of  the complaints against the DPRK read rather strangely in hindsight. For instance, Armitage criticises North Korea for not responding to Kim Dae-jung’s engagement policy or undertaking economic reforms.  Moreover, the present crisis appears to have been precipitated by fears of a Pyongyang-Tokyo détente. Armitage regards the Agreed Framework as flawed for a number of reasons.  Firstly it was predicated on the assumption that the DPRK was on the verge of collapse, and Armitage notes that has not happened and is not likely. The second charge is that the AF has not ‘ended North Korea’s nuclear program’ -

The disclosure of at least one suspect site—on which construction began prior to the agreement—reinforces the possibility that Pyongyang has frozen only a portion of its nuclear program or is seeking to develop a covert nuclear weapons program. …. Since 1994, it is also possible that Pyongyang could have acquired additional nuclear weapons technology and/or fissile material from external sources. 

The suspect site – Kumchangri – was inspected in May 1999 and no evidence of nuclear activity discovered. Curiously, Armitage makes no mention of enriched uranium, which was to form the basis of the Kelly allegations in October 2002. The omission of enriched uranium is particularly curious because in November that year the Republican North Korea Advisory chaired by Benjamin US Representative Benjamin A. Gilman, Chairman of the House International Relations Committee

First, the American people need to know that there is significant evidence that North Korea is continuing its activities to develop nuclear weapons.  

Remarkably, North Korea's efforts to acquire uranium technologies, that is, a second path to nuclear weapons, and their efforts to weaponize their nuclear material do not violate the 1994 Agreed Framework.  That is because the Clinton Administration did not succeed in negotiating a deal with North Korea that would ban such efforts.  It is inexplicable and inexcusable.

Armitage’s third charge echoes Gilman’s criticism of the Clinton Administration – the AF did not cover missile exports. Armitage does not give any concrete indication how the AF might be renegotiated to include missiles.  I have not come across any evidence that DPRK missile exports have any real military significance. Certainly since coming to  office Armitage has had the opportunity to negotiate on missile exports but has not. In 1999 it was probably mainly a stick with which to beat the Clinton administration, now it is a stick with which to beat Pyongyang, under the Proliferation Security Initiative (PSI).
 Significantly the ROK does not appear to be a participant in the PSI

John Bolton has usually articulated the strongest US position, making a list of demands with which the DPRK must unilaterally comply before the United States will consider an y concessions-

We continue to insist that North Korea must terminate its nuclear weapons program completely, verifiably, and irreversibly. And there will be no inducements to get them to do so. Giving into nuclear blackmail will only encourage this behavior, not only in North Korea, but also in nuclear aspirants around the world….

North Korea must end its indigenous missile program and missile exports. ..

If North Korea verifiably and irreversibly terminates its nuclear weapons program, the United States is willing to reconsider discussing its "bold approach." Assistance would be provided to North Korea through the "bold approach" if the North addresses concerns about its WMD and missile program and exports as well as other issues, including its conventional force disposition, narcotics trafficking, human rights, and its continued sponsorship of terrorism outside its borders.

This is clearly a man who wants to make absolutely sure that the other side cannot come to a negotiating table. This has echoes of the Iraq strategy; the setting of demands on the other side that you know are impossible in order to justify actions already decided upon.

The US policy vis-à-vis DPRK is often contrasted with that on Iraq, and there are intriguing differences and parallels.  With Iraq there was a clear policy thrust to invade and occupy.  Events such as 9/11 are seized upon to rouse public opinion, although it was known there was no connection between the Iraqi regime and Al Qaeda. Allegations about Iraq’s WMD were used to justify war when it was known they did not exist. This has been well documented and is scarcely controversial any more.  We don’t get this with DPRK; there may be a plan to invade but if so it has been kept hidden.

Instead we get a series of events which are hard to decipher and interpret except perhaps in terms of the balls up theory of history.. The Bush administrated inherited a situation close to peaceful resolution. There was initially a period of ‘malign neglect’ and the inclusion of the DPRK in the Nuclear Posture Review. North Korea  seems to have been included in the ‘Axis of Evil’ speech for no better reason than it was non-Islamic and the speechwriter, David Frum wanted a third country as a rhetorical device.
 According to Armitage, he discussed this with Powell and they agreed on it without considering the consequences. Jim Kelly was sent to Pyongyang in October 2002 to berate and threaten, but not negotiate.  The North Koreans reacted angrily.  The United States suspended heavy fuel oil shipments, thus formally abrogating the Agreed Framework and Pyongyang responded by activating its withdrawal from the NPT which has been suspended in 1994 by the AF.  It left the door open by saying that ‘Though we pull out of the NPT, we have no intention to produce nuclear weapons and our nuclear activities at this stage will be confined only to peaceful purposes such as the production of electricity.’
  The US refused to negotiate, except on Boltonian terms.  It talked of interdiction (PSI) and harassment (OPLAN 5030), it increased its military presence and spending in Korea, and invaded Iraq. 
 The DPRK responded by declaring it was going to develop a nuclear deterrent.
 To me it seems a predictable and ineluctable process of escalation and counter-escalation and yet Pollack, along with others, talks of an ‘unanticipated confrontation’.  It may be that the DPRK started the process of unravelling the AF, and that the US was genuinely surprised when ‘intelligence community concluded in the summer of 2002 that North Korea had undertaken a covert uranium-enrichment program’, although in the light of the 1999 Gilman report, surprise seems unlikely.  Moreover, it was admitted that even if successful an enriched uranium facility would not produce weapons grade fuel for some years, whereas the plutonium route, which open up with the collapse of the AF, was more direct, speedier and certain.

Three Party talks and Six Party talks came and went without much sign of progress.  But problems in Iraq impacted on policy towards other parts of the world, including Korea.  One observer suggested that ‘Other hints that [Douglas] Feith's and other hawks' grip on policy has been loosened came in the form of a distinct softening of the rhetoric against the other two members of the "axis of evil" - Iran and North Korea.’
 The softening of rhetoric was President Bush’s offer of a ‘written security guarantee’ which, (Democrat) Senator Joe Biden wryly noted, took the Bush administration to ‘essentially where we left off at the end of the last administration.’ He suggested, as others have done, (including Perry) meaningful negotiations:

What we need to do is have more contact with North Korea. There were only 40 minutes of one-on-one dialog with North Korea last August in Beijing. That, with the translation requirements in such an exchange, is barely enough time to clear one's throat.

Has George W. Bush emulated the Duke of York, marching his men up the hill to march them down again? 

It would appear from this that there was no policy, merely a reacting to opportunity (Axis of Evil speech) or challenge (Tokyo-Pyongyang détente) without much thought of consequence.  However, another explanation is that there was a policy of sorts.  Not as focused as the Iraq policy and not as easily identified with individuals such as Perle and Wolfowitz (although Bolton might fit the bill).  This policy was to foment a crisis, and to force the DPRK into becoming a nominal nuclear weapons state so that military action could be taken and would be supported or at the least condoned, by the other powers.
 That would explain the sequence of events – the Kelly allegations, the suspension of HFO – coupled with the effective refusal to negotiate by setting impossible pre-conditions. The policy would be predicated on the assumption that there would be a window of opportunity between the time that North Korea was considered to be a nuclear power, and of concern the region, and when it developed some sort of effective, if minimal, retaliatory capacity. It is unlikely that this policy of military action could actually be achieved.  It would be opposed by most, if not all, of the region, not least by the ROK.  With problems mounting in Iraq the US public’s appetite for further military adventures might have soured, and the military itself would probably oppose such a daunting commitment.  Nevertheless, that that does not mean it does not exist.  We are unlikely to know, at least the historians get their teeth into it, but since it has not been articulated it can be shelved without lose of face.

Neocon conspiracy, or simple balls-up ?  In either case, as Jonathan Pollack has observed, “The Bush administration has yet to propose an alternative strategy to rebuild what the Agreed Framework successfully achieved.’

Prospects

What are the prospects?  War seems increasingly unlikely. As the Middle East festers, and the United States moves into the presidential campaign period, it seems probable that the administration will become less abrasive – President Bush’s written guarantee offer may be a foretaste of a new approach.  Similarly Pyongyang’s relatively response may indicate a more conciliatory style.  One can hope that this will continue and that Pyongyang will refrain from actions, such as the testing of a device, that can be interpreted as provocative.

However, this is no more than a waiting game.  Unfortunately it seems highly that any real resolution of the crisis will happen during this administration.  We can only hope that George W Bush will be replaced by a president who will renounce the policy of hostility and move towards peaceful coexistence. The ‘nuclear issue’ is primarily a manifestation of this hostility. We can also hope that if that happens, Kim Jong Il reacts more quickly and more positively than he did to Kim Dae-jung’s initiative.

It is vital for the ROK that both war, and the collapse of the DPRK, are avoided. But it goes beyond that.. It needs to cut military expenditure and invest more in civilian R&D.  A recent editorial in the conservative Chosun Ilbo pointed out that the ROK is increasingly sandwiched between, and losing out to, Japan’s technological edge and China’s manufacturing strength.   Chinese technology is catching up (the manned space launch is one indication) and there is a danger, it says, that ‘Korean manufacturing is going to be swallowed by China , where technological levels are similar but the pay is low and tax rates are competitive.’

The DPRK needs peace, security, investment, loans and access to international markets and the expertise to operate in them. The ROK also needs peace and security, and the access to northern labour and talent, and the land corridor to continental Asia. Korea, as a whole, needs peaceful reunification.
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