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What to do with North Korea?

Some humble suggestions
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One has to admit: President Lee has been
unlucky so far, Elected amidst great
expectations, he was bound to cause
disappointment even had things gone
extremely well, Unfortunately, things did
not go well, especially at the economic
front — but North Korea also makes a lot of
trouble these days. The intra-Korean
relations have not been so bad in more than
a decade: North Korean media erupts with
verbal abuse of Seoul, the exchanges were
dramatically scaled down by Pyongyang,

and a military provocation seems to be a

likely possibility,

I. Current problems

The first question we must answer is
simple "what have gone wrong, and to
which extent the current government is
responsible for the crisis in the North-South
relations?"

When President Lee took office, he faced
two options in dealing with the North, He
could continue business as usual, quietly
accepting  President Roh's policy of
unilateral concessions and unconditional
aid, pumping even more money to

Pyongyang coffers, Alternatively, he might

choose to test another approach, insisting
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on a measure of conditionality from the
North Korean side. President Lee made a
second choice, and the North is determined
to punish him for this,

Indeed, the current confrontation was
initiated by the North Korean rulers, even
though some awkward or unnecessary
statements made by Seoul officials did
contribute to the current crisis, The message
of Pyongyang is clear: they want to show
that engagement will be possible on their
conditions only, that other side's attempts to
infuse conditionality in the relations are not
acceptable, Perhaps, they are not so much
targeting President Lee, but send their
warning to the next South Korean leaders
instead: this should be a lesson to
remember.,

The North Korean rulers believe that for a
while they will enjoy a more amiable US
policy, and this makes them more willing to
risk a confrontation with the South, They
hope that new Obama administration will
be dominated by the soft-liners, Although
my recent trip to Washington made me
somewhat skeptical about these

assumptions, they seem to be widely

believed in Pyongyang,

II. Seoul's illusions



However, some responsibility for the
current confrontation rests with the South
Korean side as well, First of all, the last year
has been marked by unnecessary tough talk
of the Seoul officials. Such verbal attacks
will not help: if anything, North Korea far
exceeds the South when it comes to
chest-beating contest, The polite silence is
by far the best was to deal with
Pyongyang's hysterics.

Unfortunately, the well-rehearsed
hysterics of the Pyongyang leaders cannot
be simply neglected, If ignored, the North
Koreans will keep raising the level of the
tensions, and sooner or later their threats
and provocations will start having an impact
on the South Korean economy and its
international standing — investors like stable
countries,

Unfortunately, there seem to be problems
with the basic strategic approach. When
President Lee took power, his buzzwords
for the North Korean policy were
"conditionality" and "reciprocity”,
Conditionality might be a good idea indeed,
but conditions should be moderate in order
to be accepted. Reciprocity seems to be an
illusion, The North-South ratio of per capita

income is estimated to be at least 1:17(and

perthaps as high as 1:50), It is virtually
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impossible to expect any kind of reciprocity
between countries whose economic levels
are so vastly different, Like it or not, South
Korea will remain on the giving end, even
though the media will probably describe
the interactions as '"cooperation" or
"exchange".

To implement the idea of
"conditionality", the government came out
with the '3000 vision' plan which is still
presented as the basis of President Lee's
"Nordpolitik'. The "3000 vision" implies that
Seoul is willing to provide the North with a
generous aid package which will increase
its per capita GDP to $3000 (the current
level, depending on whom you believe, is
between $500 and $1500). As a condition,
the North should

surrender nuclear

weapons and introduce  Chinese-style
reforms.

Needless to say, it is a non-starter, The
North Korean government would not mind
to be showered with aid, but the conditions
attached to the '3000 vision' are utterly
unacceptable to Pyongyang, For the Kims
family and a handful of their henchmen -
the only people whose views really matter
on this stage — political stability is far more

important then economic growth, and they

will never accept even the most generous



offers if conditions attached might put

immediate political stability in doubt,
Therefore, North Koreans will never

accept '3000 vision' or any other plan which

is conditioned upon "openness" "reform" or

any other large-scale internal

transformation,

III, Way ahead

However, interactions with the North
seem to have no alternative, In the short
run, this will help to increase stability on
the Korean peninsula, In the long run, this
is the only way to support the social and
political transformation of North Korea.,

It seems that even optimists have finally
realized that North Korean leaders have not
the slightest intention to emulate China,
Therefore, North Korea can be transformed
from "within and below", that is, by
stimulating the pro-reformist forces within
North Korean society itself, In order to
reach this goal we need to increase contacts
between North Korea and the outside
world, Cultural and educational exchanges
as well as economic cooperation exposes
North Koreans to South Koreans and their
vastly better way of life, and in the long run

will make them long for a change in their
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society as well,

Let's take just one example, that of the
jointly North-South managed Kaesong
Industrial Park, which has been criticized so
much, It is often described as an "exercise
in the appeasement", or even as a "slave
labor camp". These descriptions, however,
are seriously misleading. The jobs at
Kaesong, meagerly paid by South Korean
standards, are by far the best-paying regular
jobs in the North, and this fact has become
known even in the remote townships near
the Chinese border, Although Kaesong
Industrial Park does providethe Kim family
regime with money, but it also brings an
unprecedented number of North Koreans
into direct contact with their cousins from
the South. As North Korean workers at
Kaesong observe the Southerners' dress,
possessions, personal items, and
conversations, they realize that official
propaganda is even less honest then they
have suspected. Needless to say, such a
discovery will not reinforce the regime — on
the contrary, the exposure to the contacts
with the outside world (above all, with
South Korea) will help to change the
mindset of the North Korean populace,
speeding up the pressure for social change,

Therefore, the revival of cooperation is



necessary, If you like, the new version of
the 'sunshine policy'is most welcome,
However, this new 'sunshine policy'should
be different from policies of earlier
administrations in one important regard: the
less money is given straight to the central
government in Pyongyang, the better.
Money which are delivered straight to the
Pyongyang coffers will not be of much
help, they will be used to enforce the
government's control over the society, This
might increase stability in the short term,
but it will also create more problems in a
distant future, Hence, emphasis should be
on projects which deliver aid to the
grassroots level, and also provide the North
Koreans with useful knowledge of the
modern world. If projects require
cooperation and joint work between the
North and South Korean workers and
experts, it will be even better,

At the same time, these efforts should be
combined  with  the  support to
pro-democracy movement in North Korea.
The defectors' community is likely to play a
vital role in this case. There are some
15,000 North Korean defectors living in
South Korea today, with approximately

2,800 people arriving in the last year alone,

The majority of these defectors stay in touch
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with their families in the North using
smuggling networks to send money and
letters and using Chinese mobile phones to
call relatives near the border, Therefore,
these defectors have a growing influence on
North Korean society, By and large, they
are not doing well in the South, There
should be more of an effort to help these
defectors get a college education, study
English, and gain jobs with major South
Korean companies. When the Kim regime
ends, it will be essential to have a relatively
large number group of educated Koreans
with Southern education and acculturation
but with Northern Korean roots and
connections to build help establish a new,

liberated elite in Pyongyang,

IV, Few suggestions

If the revival of the sunshine policy,
albeit in revised form, is our goal, how can
we reach there? In other words, what

should be done now?

© Do not overreact, Tough statements do
not work with the North Koreans who
are second to none when it comes to
chest-beating and sable-rattling, Calm

indifference to Pyongyang's abuse is



the only wise strategy. If Pyongyang
leaders move to the military
provocation, the same rule should be
applied as well: the invading ships or
troops should be repelled, but the
damage should be kept at the
minimum,

Quietly admit mistakes. Among other
things, gradually get rid of the '3000
vision'plan which is not going to be
accepted anyway, Come out with more

realistic proposals,

Do not entertain false hopes: North
will not de-nuclearize and will not
initiate Chinese-style reforms, since
Pyongyang leaders see these measures
as the surest way to their demise, East
German style, Like it or not, for some
time the North will remain what it is: a
destitute and brutal dictatorship whose
leaders are oblivious to the sufferings
of the commoners, Nonetheless, it has

to be dealt with,

The resumption of the full-scale
interaction with the North is highly
desirable, and constitutes the only way
to deal with the North, In other words,
the revival of the 'Sunshine policy' -
albeit with some

important

moderations — is the only way to go. In
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the short run, such approach will help
to reduce tensions, and in the long run
the exchanges will bring inside North
Korea more information about the
outside world, Spread of this
information is likely to undermine the
regime, even though it will take long

time,

Do not have excessive expectations
about 'reciprocity’ of these exchanges.
The North-South interaction cannot be
described as 'cooperation' in media,
but this is misleading, Because of the
gross economic inequality of partners,

the North has almost nothing to offer,

When/if interaction restarts, insist on
conditionality, while quietly accepting
that conditionality has its limits,
Instead of grand schemes, demand
minor concessions, like monitoring or
involvement of the South Korean
personnel in implementing projects on
the ground., The bottom line: the
economic exchanges should increase
interpersonal  interaction  between

Southemers and Northemers, and

power of local entities,
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