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Introduction

Since the 1990s, the Korean Peninsula
has witnessed continuous tensions and
talks over the issue of Pyongyang's
development of nuclear weapons. The
first North Korean nuclear crisis began
formally with North Korea’s threat to
withdraw from the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1993 and
concluded with the signing of the Agreed
Framework between the US and North
Korea in 1994. In late 2002, the second
North Korean nuclear crisis was created
when North Korea’s clandestine uranium
enrichment program was revealed. In
2009, North Korea created yet another
nuclear crisis with its second nuclear
test.

The North Korean nuclear issue has
multilayered ramifications to the states
in the region and beyond. For South
Korea, the North Korean nuclear issue is
the main barrier to inter-Korean
reconciliation and eventual reunification.
For major world powers such as the US,
China, Japan and Russia, the North
Korean nuclear issue is the crux of
Northeast Asian regional security. It is
also an epitome of the contemporary
global security challenges and a dire
threat to the global efforts to stop the
proliferation of nuclearweapons.

The complexityin dealing with the North
Korean nuclear issue lies in ‘the fact that

it is closely intertwined with other
important matters such as the future
prospects of the North Korean regime,
inter-Korean relations, Korean
reunification, peace and stability in
Northeast Asia, global non-proliferation,
and relations of the great powers to the
Korean Peninsula and to one another.
Therefore, the nuclear issue should be
tackled in a broader perspective with all
the relevant factors and context duly
taken into consideration.

The article reviews the development of
the North Korean nuclear issue from
national, regional and global
perspectives, and concludes with lessons
learned from the conflict and policy
recommendations.

The first crisis and the agreed
framework

In order to grasp the true nature of the
North Korean nuclear issue, it is
necessary to understand the security
interests and objectives of the two main
protagonists, the US and North Korea, in
the course of the North Korean nuclear
crises. North Korea acceded to the
International Atomic Energy Agency
(IAEA) in 1985. However, in 1990 the
[AEA found some discrepancies in
Pyongyang’s report on the reprocessing
of fissile material and called for a special
inspection. North Korea refused this call
and threatened to withdraw from the
NPT. When the UN Security Council and
the IAEA adopted statements
condemning North Korea in May and
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June 1994 respectively, North Korea
declared its withdrawal from the IAEA.

The twists and turns of the conflict over
nuclear inspections culminated in an
acute nuclear crisis in 1994. The crisis
was defused through signing of the
Agreed Framework between the US and
North Korea in October 1994. North
Korea decided to freeze its nuclear
programs and to remain a party to the
NPT in return for the construction of two
light-water nuclear reactors, supply of
heavy fuel oil (50,000 tons per year until
completion of the reactors), negative
security assurance, exchange of liaison
offices, and ultimately, diplomatic
normalization with the US.

During the crisis, North Korea used its
nuclear program as a bargaining tool to
trade for  recognition, security
assurances, and economic benefits from
the US and discovered that its nuclear
program was its most valuable asset in
transactions with the outside worldl.

The negotiations with the North in
Geneva led to the agreement on
reciprocal, sequential steps laid out in
the short, four-page document known as
the  Agreed Framework.  Whilst
supporters of the deal argued that the
accord met the principal objective
regarding the North’s plutonium
production program, others complained
that the costs outweighed the benefits,
and that the deal did not address all
issues of concern regarding North Korea.

The second crisis and the six-party
talks

1 Oberdorfer, Don. 2001. The Two Koreas: A
Contemporary History. Canada: Basic Books. 336.
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After North Korean Foreign Minister
Kang Sok Ju admitted North Korea’s
highly enriched uranium program (HEU)
during US Assistant Secretary James
Kelly’s visit to Pyongyang in October
2002, both the US and North Korea took
paths of coercive diplomacy and crisis
escalation respectively.

The Korean Peninsula Energy
Development Organization (KEDO),
which was established to implement the
Agreed Framework, decided to halt its oil
shipment to the North in November
2002. North Korea responded by
unpacking its own obligations under the
Agreed Framework. In December 2002,
the North expelled the IAEA inspectors
from North Korea. In January 2003,
Pyongyang withdrew from the NPT and
restarted its  plutonium-producing
reactors in Yongbyon. Amid this
intensifying crisis, the US launched the
Six-Party Talks in August 2003.

However, the Six-Party Talks were not
fully operated as a serious negotiation
forum until North Korea announced the
production of nuclear weapons in
February 2005. On 19 September 2005,
the Six-Party Talks succeeded in
producing the Joint Statement which
contains a series of principles that
seemed to lead to a peaceful resolution of
the North Korean nuclear issue.

North Korea reignited the crisis with
missile test on 5 July and nuclear test on
9 October 2006. On 13 February 2007,
the Six-Party Talks reached an outline
agreement for implementing the Joint
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Statement of 19 September. Pyongyang
agreed to disable and dismantle its
Yongbyon nuclear plants and re-admit
inspectors from the IAEA. A subsequent
agreement on 3 October 2007 committed
the North to complete the disablement by
the end of that year.

Under the Agreement of 3 October, North
Korea agreed to provide a complete and
correct declaration of all its nuclear
program, and to disable its 5 MW(e)
nuclear reactor, reprocessing plant and
fuel rod fabrication plant in exchange for
US commitments to remove its
designation of the North as a state
sponsor of terrorism. The other parties
reaffirmed their commitment to
providing the North with one million
tons of heavy fuel oil (HFO).

In June 2008, North Korea submitted a
declaration of its nuclear programs to
China, the host of the Six-Party Talks, but
Washington insisted that a verification
protocol for the declaration should be
necessary before Pyongyang could be
removed from the terrorism list. The
North disagreed and slowed down the
disablement work in protest. During
September, North Korea increased
pressure by threatening to reverse the
disablement work and reactivate its
nuclear reactor. In September 2008, it
asked IAEA monitors to remove
surveillance cameras and seals that had
been installed in July 2007. When
Washington declared it would remove
the North from the terrorism list, North
Korea resumed disablement work, which
continued into early 2009.

The third crisis and additional nuclear
tests
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The situation began to deteriorate
rapidly when Pyongyang launched a
long-range rocket on 5 April 2009 and
announced that it will totally reject the
Six-Party Talks. On 25 May 2009,
Pyongyang conducted its second nuclear
test, which was followed by its
announcement of uranium enrichment in
June. The international community
demonstrated a resolute response to
North Korea’s provocations, particularly
by adopting UN Security Council
resolution 1874 on 12 June 2009. North
Korea announced in early September
that it would continue its nuclear
activities such as  reprocessing,
weaponization of plutonium and
enrichment of uranium through a letter
to the Chair of the UN Security Council.
Pyongyang stressed that it would bolster
its nuclear deterrence while rejecting the
Six-Party Talks.

After Kim Jong Il died in December 2011,
his son and successor Kim Jong Un
inherited the policy of beefing up the
nuclear and missile development. In the
preamble of the revised North Korean
constitution revealed in early 2012,
North Korea specified itself as “a nuclear
state”. On 15 April 2012, North Korea'’s
long-range rocket fired to celebrate the
100t birthday of Kim Il Sung, Kim Jung
II’s farther, failed to reach its orbit. On 12
December of the same year, however,
Pyongyang surprised the world again by
successfully launching a long-range
rocket that could reach certain areas of
US’s western states.

This prompted the UN Security Council to
adopt the resolution 2087 of tougher
financial sanctions in January 2013. The
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North immediately protested and
refused all dialogues on
denuclearization. On 12 February 2013,
North Korea conducted its third nuclear
test to demonstrate a far more powerful
explosion than the previous ones. Once
again the UN Security Council
unanimously adopted resolution 2094
on 7 March which could severely curtail
the North’s trade and finance and even
allow the inspection on military material
being transported to and from North
Korea.

A multilayered confrontation

When discussing the North Korean
nuclear issue, it is useful to think in terms
of three levels of analysis - the national,
the regional, and the global dimensions.

The national level

North Korea's nuclear weapons program
has been the main barrier to inter-
Korean reconciliation. As the inter-
Korean talks on the North Korean
nuclear issue in the early 1990s made
little progress, a third party with a heavy
stake in the Korean peninsula - the US -
joined the negotiation and led a strong
diplomatic campaign to deter the North
from developing nuclear weapons.

In September 1991, the then US
president George H. Bush announced
worldwide withdrawal of US tactical
nuclear weapons, and this included
Korea. Furthermore, the South and the
North signed an ‘Agreement on
Reconciliation, Non-aggression,
Exchanges and  Cooperation’ in
December 1991 and a ‘North-South Joint
Declaration on Denuclearization of the
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Korean Peninsula’ in January 1992.
Although it looked as though inter-
Korean relations would develop
smoothly, the nuclear crisis erupted in
1993. The then South Korean President
Kim Young Sam tied the nuclear issue
closely to the progress of bilateral
relations with North Korea.

In 1998, the new South Korean President
Kim Dae-jung promoted unprecedented
policy of comprehensive and active
engagement which continued
throughout the term of his successor
President Roe Moo-hyun. However, the
‘Sunshine Policy’ was controversial, as
opponents lashed out against its
unreserved ‘appeasement’. The so-called
“Koreanization” of South-North relations
symbolized by the 2000 Kim-Kim
Summit and the 2007 Roh-Kim Summit
expanded economic and humanitarian
exchanges between the two Koreas, but
fell short of launching a peace process
mainly because the North refused to talk
about security issues including the North
Korean nuclear issue.

During the Lee Myung-bak
administration  (2008-2013), inter-
Korean relations were  strained
especially by conflicting views over the
implementation of the two inter-Korean
Summit agreements of 2000 and 2007. In
the view of the Lee administration, the
ten years of ‘Sunshine Policy’ spoiled
Pyongyang in a serious manner.
President Lee made clear that if North
Korea demonstrates its determination to
give up nuclear weapons, the South is
willing to carry out a comprehensive
program for promoting inter-Korean
economic cooperation. However, the
sinking of the Cheonan navy ship and



» >
1' AS INSTITUTE OF ASIAN STUDIES

shelling of the Yeonpyeong Island, which
were provoked by North Korea, further
strained the inter-Korean relations.
South Korea introduced the so-called
“May 24 measures” that pushed forward
the sanctions on the North.

The Park Geun-hye administration which
took office in the South in 2013 has
proposed the policy of “Trustpolitik”.
President Park’s trustpolitik is aimed to
transform the structure of distrust and
conflict into that of trust and cooperation
in the Korean peninsula and Northeast
Asia with a view to establishing a
sustainable peace and ultimately
working towards the peaceful unification
of the Korean peninsula2.

For the Park administration, the greatest
obstacle in pursuing this policy is North
Korea’s obsession with nuclear weapons.
For a complete, verifiable and
irreversible resolution of the North
Korean nuclear issue, the Korean
government is pursuing a principled
approach which promotes dialogue on
denuclearization while also applying
effective pressure to North3. However,
North Korea repeatedly made clear in
2014 that it would continue the
simultaneous pursuit of economic and
nuclear development. In March 2014,
President Park laid out her vision for a
unified Korea in a speech in Dresden by
proposing three concrete and action-
oriented proposals; to address its

2 Yun, Byung-se. 2013. Speech at the Korean
Society Annual Dinner. New York. 25 September.

3 Yun, Byung-se. 2014. Speech at the Ministerial

Luncheon Meeting on the Occasion of Nuclear
Security Summit, Netherland. 25 March.
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humanitarian problems, build
infrastructure for the common welfare
and prosperity of the two Koreas, and
promote integration of the Korean
people*.

The regional level

The North Korean nuclear issue has
stimulated a mixture of cooperation,
competition, and negotiation among all
the negotiating parties in the Six-Party
Talks. Although the Six Party Talks as a
whole were committed to disarming
North Korea’s nuclear weapons program,
resolving the crisis posed by the North
has been frustrating. Each party to the
Six-Party Talks has its own interests,
priorities, domestic constraints and
concerns, which make negotiations with
North Korea more complicated.

The Six-Party Talks managed to sign the
Joint Statement on 19 September 2005
and subsequently crafted agreements to
implement the Joint Statement. However,
talks dissolved over North Korea’s
unwillingness to allow stringent
verification. By the time the Obama
administration began its tenure in 2009,
North Korea reportedly possessed
enough plutonium for six to eight nuclear
weapons and demonstrated little
interest in following through with past
commitments.

4 Park, Geun-hye. 2014. Speech for An Initiative
for Peaceful Unification on the Korean Peninsula,
Dresden Germany, March 28.
http://english.yonhapnews.co.kr/full/2014/03/
28/40/1200000000AEN20140328008000315F.
html (accessed October 10, 2014).
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Despite the diplomatic outreach effort of
the Obama administration, the North
walked out of the Six-Party Talks in 2009.
The regime ousted IAEA inspectors from
its nuclear facilities in Yongbyon,
restarted the nuclear facilities and
blatantly conducted its second nuclear
weapons tests. In February 2012, the
North Korea announced its plan to freeze
nuclear tests, long-range missile
launches and uranium enrichment,
which was rewarded by food aid from the
US. However, the thawing mood did not
last long, as the North announced its
missile launch plan in March 2012. The
Obama administration switched to a
tough stance and has maintained the
position that America’s core interest is
the complete, verifiable and irreversible
dismantlement (CVID) of North Korea’s
nuclear weapons program®.

As for China, its role has changed
significantly over the course of time. At
the outset of the first crisis, China
emphasized the principle of non-
intervention and remained in a low-key.
With the onset of the second North
Korean nuclear crisis, however, China
abandoned the role of a cautious
onlooker and became an active mediator.
As tensions escalated after North Korea
withdrew from the NPT in January 2003,
China brokered trilateral talks in April
2003 by mediating between Washington

5 Clinton, Hillary. 2009. Secretary Clinton’s
Remarks at ASEAN Conference. Press Conference
at ASEAN Summit, Phuket, Thailand, July 22.
http://secretaryclinton.wordpress.com/2009/0
7/22 /secretary-clintons-remarks-at-asean-
conference/ (accessed October 10, 2014).

6 CSCAP Russian National Committee. 2010.
Going East: Russia’s Asia-Pacific Strategy. Russia
in Global Affairs (December 25).
http://eng.globalaffairs.ru/number/Going-East-
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and Pyongyang. In August of the same
year, the six major parties gathered for
the first time in Beijing to seek a
resolution of the crisis. China’s historic
ties to North Korea and North Korea's
dependence on China for trade and
political protection made Beijing assume
the chair of the Six Party Talks.

Given China’s close relations with and
unmatched influence over the North
Korean regime, the country’s
involvement is crucial to resolving the
North Korean nuclear problem. China has
so far pursued dual objectives: one is
maintaining the stability on the Korean
peninsula and the other is ensuring the
nonnuclear Korean peninsula, thereby
preventing the proliferation of nuclear
weapons in East Asia. China seems to
have prioritized stability over
denuclearization due to its own strategic
calculation®. Because of North Korea’s
strategic value as a physical buffer
against an American military presence,
China is unwilling to turn the screw too
tight, worrying that stronger sanctions
might imperil North Korea’s stability”.

Since the third nuclear test of the North,
China’s posture toward North Korea has
been showing signs of change but a
fundamental change in its strategic

Russias-Asia-Pacific-Strategy-15081  (accessed
October 27, 2014). 13.

7 Crisis Group. 2009. Shades of Red: China’s
Debate over North Korea. Asia Report No.179
(November 2).
http://www.crisisgroup.org/en/regions/asia/n
orth-east-asia/china/179-shades-of-red-chinas-
debate-over-north-korea.aspx (accessed October
27,2014).
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thinking and its policy toward the North
has yet to follows.

Russia’s involvement in the Six-Party
Talks has been cautious, but committed.
The country’s position has been based on
two principles: “nuclear free Korean
peninsula” and “peaceful resolution of
conflict”. Russia’s strong stance on the
denuclearization was framed by its
commitment to the NPT. In fact, it was
the former Soviet Union that urged North
Korea to sign the NPT as a condition for
further cooperation with North Korea.

Russia’s concern is that North Korea’s
nuclear weapons would break the overall
balance of power in Northeast Asia by
possibly inducing the nuclear armament
of Japan and South Korea®. It also fears
that a nuclear North Korea would
damage global efforts for
nonproliferation of WMD. Russia holds
the view that the solution to the current
nuclear crisis can be found in a
negotiated settlement.

Japan places a high priority on
addressing North Korea’s nuclear
weapons program, as it is perceived by
Japan as a direct threat to its national
security. The basic objective of Japan’s
North Korea policy is to resolve the North
Korean nuclear issue along with the
abduction issue. The kidnapping of
Japanese citizens by North Korean agents
in the 1970s and 1980s represents a
significant stumbling block in bilateral
relations between Japan and North

8 Choi, Myeong-hae. 2014. Is the Sino-North
Korean Relationship Undergoing Meaningful
Change?. Foreign Relations, Vol.16 No.1
(October). Korean Council on Foreign Relations.
61.
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Korea. Tokyo refuses to provide any
energy assistance or other positive
incentives to North Korea until the
abduction issue is satisfactorily resolved.
Tokyo’s decision to interconnect the two
different issues has been criticized by
other parties to the Six-Party Talks as
they do not think progress on North
Korean denuclearization should be held
hostage to the kidnapping issue.

The complexity of relationships among
the parties of the Six-Party Talks has
increased over the past decade, with
attendant tensions affecting bilateral and
multilateral  relationships. = Moving
forward requires a more efficient
coordination and cooperation among
different parties.

The global level

On the global level, North Korea’s pursuit
of nuclear weapons presents a serious
challenge to the global non-proliferation
regime. The main fear about global
consequences of the North Korean
nuclear issue is that if the North is not
stopped, a terrible precedent for
violating the nonproliferation regime
will have been set. Negotiating with
North Korea and securing its adherence
to Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty
(NPT) obligations and UN resolutions,
however, have been arduous and
frustrating.

The UN Security Council has issued
strong and united condemnation of

9 Mack, Andrew. 1993. The Nuclear Crisis on the
Korean Peninsula. Asian Survey. 33, No.4 (April):
339-59. 344.
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North Korea’s nuclear tests in its
resolutions 1718, 1874 and 2094, while
maintaining containment of proliferation
and deterrence of North Korean
provocation. Despite the unusually
robust UN sanctions in place, they seem
to have failed to sway North Korea.
Because North Korea is SO
underdeveloped and disconnected from
the global economy, economic sanctions
have turned out to be not as effective as
they might otherwise have been. In
addition, China, North Korea’s main
trading partner, is unwilling to impose an
economic blockade; China fears that if it
nudges the North too hard, the regime
may collapse.

The NPT has provided the fundamental
legal framework for non-proliferation
and for containing the further spread of
nuclear weaponry in the world. The
international community expressed its
resolute position towards the North
Korean nuclear issue by adopting the
final document of the 2010 NPT Review
Conference, which reaffirmed that North
Korea cannot have the status of a
nuclear-weapons state and strongly
urged North Korea to fulfill its
commitments toward denuclearization
under the Six-Party Talks agreements
and relevant UN Security Council
resolutions.

Conclusion

North Korea’s provocations - including
nuclear tests in 2006, 2009, and 2012 put
an end to the 20 years of debate on
whether North Korea really wants to

10 CFR Independent Task Force. 2010. US Policy
toward the Korean Peninsula. Council on Foreign
Relations. http://www.cfr.org/north-korea/us-
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acquire nuclear weapons or just uses
them as a bargaining tool. The North has
made crystal clear to the outside world
its intention to go nuclear. Two decades
of international diplomatic efforts were
thwarted by North Korea’s persistent
provocations.

North Korea’s motivation to develop
nuclear weapons seems to be
multifaceted. Though North Korea
publicly claims it is developing nukes as
deterrence against the US nuclear threat,
there seems to be multiple other reasons,
including domestically propping up
regime morale, gaining military
superiority over South Korea, taking
upper-hand in inter-Korean relations,
and raising its strategic position in the
region. All evidence suggests that the
regime survival is of paramount
importance in North Korea’s quest for
nuclear weapons.

Then, how should the international
community deal with North Korean
nuclear problem in the future? First of all,
the international community must
continue to send North Korea a strong,
resolute, consistent, unequivocal
message that nuclear armed North Korea
cannot be tolerated. North Korean
leadership should be made to realize that
the path of defiance inevitably brings
pressure detrimental to the very survival
of the North Korean regime, while the
path of compliance would provide them
with new opportunities in the form of
extended political and economic
benefits10. A “two-track approach” that
effectively combines dialogue and

policy-toward-korean-peninsula-report-cfr-
sponsored-independent-task-force/p22445
(accessed October 27, 2014). 16.
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pressure, and persuasion and coercion
still remains to be the best strategy to
secure North Korea’s denuclearization.

Secondly, the international community,
in any future negotiation with North
Korea, must make a clean break from the
past pattern of compensating for North
Korea’s blackmailing or wrongdoings
and submitting to North Korea'’s tactics of
delaying the negotiation process by
splitting it into as many stages as
possible.

Past agreements with North Korea,
including the Agreed Framework and the
Joint Statement of September 2005, laid
out the principles and the general path
toward denuclearization in the texts, but
lacked concrete descriptions of practical
processes toward denuclearization and
the end-point of complete
denuclearization1!. Past experience has
taught us that a freeze on nuclear
facilities and reversible disablement
measures are a mere allopathy and that
the complete, verifiable and irreversible
denuclearization should be vigorously
pursued.

Thirdly, the North Korean nuclear issue
should be tackled in a broader context, as
the problem is inevitably related to
questions of North Korean regime,
Korean reunification as well as regional

11 Denmark, Abraham, and Zachary M. Hosford,
Michael Zubrow. 2009. Hard Lessons: Navigating
Negotiations with the DPRK. Report (November
9). Center for a New American Security.

12 CSCAP Russian National Committee. 2010.
Going East: Russia’s Asia-Pacific Strategy. Russia
in Global Affairs (December 25).
http://eng.globalaffairs.ru/number/Going-East-
Russias-Asia-Pacific-Strategy-15081  (accessed
October 27, 2014).9.
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and international dynamics. If the North
obstinately pursues nuclear capabilities
regardless of reassurances or pressures
it may receive, the problem might not be
resolved without a fundamental change
of the current North Korean regime.

In this regard, South Korea should step
up its efforts to closely cooperate with
the parties to the Six-Party Talks, based
on the shared understanding that
achievement of denuclearization may be
possible only through many years of
concerted efforts in the context of
fundamental change in North Koreal2. In
particular, it is important for South Korea
to secure the cooperation of the US and
China. South Korea and the US should
continue to work closely together to
resolve the North Korean nuclear issue
and to achieve a sustainable peace on the
Korean peninsula and ultimately its
peaceful unification. Also important are
their coordinated efforts to secure
China’s cooperation. As long as strategic
suspicions between Washington and
Beijing remain a salient driver of China’s
policy, China will be reluctant to fully
cooperate in fundamentally addressing
the North Korean question 13. In this
respect, the US should try to allay China’s
suspicions of its strategic intention with
the aim to expand the basis of mutual
cooperationl4, South Korea also needs to
help bring about the mutual trust-

13 Wit, Joel. 2009. U.S Strategy towards North
Korea: Rebuilding Dialogue and Engagement.
Report by the US-Korea Institute at SAIS and the
Weather head East Asian Institute at Columbia
University (October).
http://uskoreainstitute.org/wp-
content/uploads/2010/02/NKreportOCT09jwit.
pdf (accessed October 27, 2014). 81.

14 CFR Independent Task Force. 2010. US Policy
toward the Korean Peninsula. Council on Foreign
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building needed by the US and China to
resolve their outstanding issues?®.

To sum up, the North Korean nuclear
problem represents an immediate threat
to the security of the Korean peninsula
and a clear violation of the 1992 Inter-
Korean Joint Declaration on the
Denuclearization of the  Korean
Peninsula. It is also a serious threat to
peace and stability of Northeast Asia and
a grave challenge to a global non-
proliferation regime. As these three
aspects of the North Korean nuclear issue
are closely interrelated, the approach
toward resolving the issue must be multi-
dimensional.

Therefore, the resolution of the North
Korean nuclear issue should be a product
of complex, overlapping and mutually
reinforcing measures and negotiations
carried out unilaterally, bilaterally and

Relations. http://www.cfr.org/north-korea/us-
policy-toward-korean-peninsula-report-cfr-
sponsored-independent-task-force/p22445
(accessed October 27, 2014). 16.
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multilaterally. This is why the concerted
joint efforts of the international
community are all the more important.
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