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When Presdent Roh Moo-hyun was dected in December 2002, South Kored's trandtion
from authoritarianisn and ‘"crony capitdism” to full democracy and responsble
medium-power status was in mid-sream. The beginning of 2006 marks the end of
Roh's firg two years in office and the beginning of the second mgor stage of his
tenure. This paper examines the meaning of Presdent Roh's firs two years and what
they may tel us about the next three in terms of responding to externa redities and
postioning South Korea to be a greater force in the region and the world.

m Context of the RMH years

Roh Moo-hyun ran for office and was dected in an international dimate very different
from that of previous presdentid contenders. Complex dynamics were a work in the
elections of 1987, 1992 and 1997, incduding the waxing and waning threat from North
Korea, the manipulation of the North Korean threat by South Korea's government and
ruling party, the needs of U.S adminigrations to balance strong deterrent againg the
North and public support for democratic reforms, and lingering "Cold War" world
views in Seoul, Washington and esewhere.

Snce the end of the Korean War leaders in the South have been judged on ther
competence and legitimacy partly by ther rdaionships with US counterparts. The
reasons for this are obvious if not aways comfortable for either party.

U.S Presdent Ronald Regan came to office after a very tense period between Presdent
Carter and Presdent Chun Doo-hwan over human rights and democracy questions.
Presdent Regan engaged with Chun, inviting him to the White House in return for
garing the life of Kim Daejung (according to some accounts), but was criticized for
doing so.



Presdent Clinton's adminigtration experienced great frustration with Kim Yong-sam, due
to his use of the North Korean threat to generate votes at dection time and his
generaly "hot and cold" tactics toward the North.

With Kim Daejung's dection in 1998 a new kind of rdationship became possble
between the South Korean and American presdents. The Korean sysem had passed
one of the mog critica tests of farness and openness, and the Presdent now enjoyed
a degree of legitimacy unprecedented in the modern era. While most comment a the
time focused on the persond qudities of Kim Daejung and the historic importance of
passing power from one paty to the other, a larger change was occurring in the
evolution of the Korean presdency. There was dso papable relief among some in the
U.S adminidration a the prospect of having a partne in Korea who was more
conggent in policy and more sympathetic toward the U.S. drategy for North Korea.

In 2001, as the freeze on U.S. engagement with North Korea turned into a full reversa
of the Clinton/ Kim engagement approach, foomer NSC Senior Director for Asa Ken
Liberthal observed that the U.S-Korea reaionship in the years 1999 and 2000 was
highly unusua. He noted that a number of criticaly important "sars" came into
aignment in those years, and provided the bass for the breakthroughs that were
accomplished, incduding the DPRK moratorium on missle devdopment, the North-South
summit and the unprecedented U.S-North Korean diplomatic exchanges. These unusud
conditions included economic maaise in North Korea, which prompted the DPRK
leadership to explore trading WMD capabilities for security, ad and development; the
perssent drive by the ROK government for a new, peaceful bass for North-South
relaions, and the U.S willingness to trust the leadership of the ROK government
regarding srategy toward North Korea. William Perry's October 1999 report advocated
accderated engagement induding WMD dissrmament tied to political coexisence and
backed by a "plan B" of enhanced, dringent containment. Liberthad predicted in early
2001 that conditions had changed radically with the inauguration of the Bush
adminigration, and were unlikedy to support progress toward a rollback of the DPRK
threat any time soon.

The impact in Korea from the dose U.S-Korea working reaionship was not fully
appreciated until that reationship began to come undone in March 2001, a the time of
Kim Daejung's vist to Washington. Despite extensve second-guessng since then from
observers and critics, there is very little likeihood that Kim ever had the possbility for



a continuation of the dose and mutudly respectful rdationship of the previous years.
The incoming U.S. adminigration's senior policymakers were said to be committed to
the degruction of the Agreed Framework and a posture of open hodility toward the
North Korean regime. Of the four mgor pillars of the U.S-ROK dliance, three have
remained gable through aggressve management and a genera dignment of drategic
views: the economic, cultura and security pillars. The fourth pillar, the palitica
relationship, was effectively severed in the Spring of 2001.

The dynamics st in motion in March 2001 would have mgor consequences for South
Korean policy and policy making, and set the stage for the dection of Roh Moo-hyun.
Among the politica losses a that time were the sense of shared drategic view of the
North Korea thredat, the U.S assessment of the vadue and trustworthiness of South
Korea as an dly in the region, and the U.S. view of Korean reunification as among the
organizing principles of its Eag Adan vison. Two themes aso served to intengfy the
perception of a link between U.S policy and ROK palitics: the open and unusud
embrace of Grand Nationa Party presdentia candidate Lee Hoi-chang by senior US.
officdas during his vidgt to Washington just weeks before the eection, and the adoption
(often "wholesale”) by Bush adminidration officias of the most poisonous and darming
critique of Roh Moo-hyun offered by his politicd opponents. Although the tragic death
of two Korean schoolgirls in June 2002 is seen as an dliance-changing event, it
probably gave voice to perceptions and emotions that had been brewing for a long
time. It is difficult but important to try to disinguish between the long-smmering
dructurd tensons and resentments that tugged at aliance coheson during the whole
decade of the 1990s on the one hand, and those that arose principaly in reaction to
perceptions and policies in Washington and Seoul on the other. A strong case can be
made that the environment among much of the South Korean public, particularly the
young, changed fundamentally with the polides and daements of the Bush
government.

Roh Moo-hyun's own satements as a candidate could often be read as provocative
toward the U.S adminigration. His centra theme however, was both logica and
uncontroversiad in nature: that there needed to be a redoration of mutua respect,
consultation and realignment of drategic view if there was going to be any chance for
policy coheson.



Roh Moo-hyun was dected in the context of a radicd reversa of U.S policy toward
both North and South Korea, and his ability to manage the two central foreign
responsbilities of the Korean presdency, North Korea and the United Sates were
severely condrained by that context.

m Mgor policy decisons: U.S forces

At the time of his inauguration, Presdent Roh was dready faced with a "policy criss”
brought about by U.S announcements of a rapid reconfiguration of U.S forces in
Korea, induding the withdrawd of U.S. forces from the DMZ to bases south of the
Han River. Regardless of the intent of these announcements, their impact on the new
government was severe. Experienced Korean diplomats and scholars were increasingly
aamed that the old paradigm for the aliance was weakening, and they openly
lamented the perception that the U.S. commitment to Korea was lessening. At the same
time, some in the new government quickly accepted the prospect of a restructured and
reduced American presence, snce it fit wel with some of the longstanding desres for
"more independence” from the United Sates.

The fact that the reconfiguration and reductions had long been discussed and that they
did not reduce, and would likdy enhance the combined deterrent capability, were lost
on most Korean observers. Insde the Roh government, the prospect for growing
indegpendence from the U.S. was becoming a redity more quickly than expected. For
the most part, the government acceerated its conaultations with the US and
successfully managed this gill-ongoing trandgtion.

More difficult was the perception from the changes in U.S forces and the newly
coercive U.S pdicy toward North Korea that the misson of the USK had changed,
and leaders in both Soul and Washington were unprepared for the new perception. To
some South Koreans, the policy changes coming from the U.S transformed the image
of the USFK from that of an inconvenient but wecome necesdty for preventing conflict
to that of a potential tool for initiating preemptive conflict with North Korea. This is
one explanation for the alarming reports that the public had begun to fear the U.S
more than North Korea. The Roh adminidiration shared these concerns about U.S
policy, and continued to argue in meetings that the U.S. posture toward the North was
unsustainable.



Internal Korean confuson over the government's foregn policy grew during 2003 and
2004. Prominent conservatives, both ingde the GNP party and in the press, sometimes
displayed dmog equa frudgration with the North Korean, South Korean and American
governments. The growing peception of a U.S disntaest in the adliance was
unavoidable and troubling. Great effort was made to blame the Roh adminigtration for
frictions between the U.S and ROK governments, but there were also regular pleas to

the U.S. dde to pay more attention to Korean strategic concerns.

m South Korean troops to Iraq

Probably the mogt important and effective decison by the Roh government during the
past two years was the response to the U.S request for troops in post-Saddam Irag. As
with other US. dlies and in particular Britain, the Irag War was unpopular among the
Korean public. The poaliticd and policy dasses wee aso hotly divided over the
appropriagte Korean response. Most of the oder and more experienced officdds and
observers counsded to contribute troops, most of the younger and newer officdas urged
resgance. The result was severa months of delay, and an embarrassng search for the
safest location for the Korean force to occupy in Irag.

The environment of government-to-government politica and policy tenson made the
decison more difficult. Neverthdess, on February 13, 2004 the Nationad Assembly voted
overwhemingly to send 3,000 troops to assst in recongruction. The period between the
Assembly vote and the actua dispatch in August 2004 was filled with extensive public
debate and padlitica controversy. The Presdent was impeached in March and reinstated
in May, a Korean dtizen was kidnapped and murdered in Irag, and the revdations
about prisoner mistreatment by U.S. forces a the Abu Grab prison served to complicate
the government's decison.

Nevertheess, the decison was made with remarkable trangparency. While establishment
or experienced diplomats and other observers argued that the offer of troops by Korea
must be based soldy on the broader Korean national interest and its desre to support
its dosest aly, others openly advocated a link between this offer and the U.S. policy
toward North Korea. The Presdent himsdf affirmed this link in severa statements,
although it was never offical government policy on ether sde to link the two. In
doing so he redffirmed the impresson that he is pragmatic and willing to defy
convention. It is only through such transparent efforts at protecting the Korean interest
that the presdent has retained sgnificant public support for his policy direction, even



when his persona popularity has ebbed and flowed.

In a practica sense, the decison to digpatch a dgnificant humber of troops to support
the U.S effort in Irag has done much of what the Roh adminigtration had hoped. It
purchased an important measure of "palitica peace" between the two governments. For
the first time snce Roh Moo-hyun's inauguration, a mgority of U.S. press reports were
postive about the South Korean contribution to the U.S-Korea aliance. The degree to
which the U.S gde agreed to accept South Korean ideas for its proposa during the
third round of 9x Party Talks (6PT) in June 2004 may have been influenced by the
South Korean commitment. Although there remained sustained criticism in Washington
of South Koreds pogure toward the North throughout 2004, one can imagine a far
more critical and even dismissve atitude among U.S specidigts and offidds if the Roh
adminigration had refused the U.S. requed.

m Managing the U.S. reationship

The fundamental disagreement over approaches to North Korea has been rooted in
different views of the Kim Jong-il regime. The US under Presdent Bush does not
seem willing to accept the continuation of this regime. If it cannot accomplish Kim's
defeat, then the posture is one of aggressve contanment. Both the Kim Daejung and
Roh Moo-hyun governments have found it impossble to join in this postion, and
therefore the North Korea question has become the centra focus of the aliance to an
even greater degree than under Presdent Clinton. Roh Moo-hyun has been presented
with an insolvable dilemma: he is expected to maintain coordination with the United
Sates on gods and drategy toward North Korea, but he is also expected to diffuse
tenson and prevent any military action on the peninsula. Tenson can be viewed as an
asset in the U.S. drive to push North Korea to disarm. But it is viewed as very much
againg the ROK economic interest, so the time frame for North Korea policy has been
important, and a source of disagreement with the U.S During 2003 and 2004, the
Presdent's options appeared to be limited to managing the North Korean and U.S
relationships to avoid negative consequences.

As noted above, the Roh administration began work under a doud of suspicion from
many in the Bush adminigration and among policy spedaiss, who worried that his
approach to North Korea would continue the "Sunshine" gpproach of his predecessor.
US offidds aso believed that in the post-9/ 11 atmosphere a regime such as Kim



Jong-il's was even less acceptable than before. Mot governments in Ada, however, as
wel as most experienced observers, saw no practica aternative to buying out the
North Korean threat through carefully constructed and verified deals. The non-U.S
parties to the 6PT al favored a more engaged and flexible U.S. postion, which would
accept the continuation of the Kim regime in North Korea in return for WMD
disarmament and increased internationa engagement. During the three rounds of 6PT,
the impresson grew that the forum had the effect of isolating not North Korea, but the
United Sates.

For the Roh government, the option of agreeing with the U.S postion and usng its
modest leverage to attempt an isolation/ containment drategy was never viable. Senior
offidals most likdy caculated that they would lose what leverage over the North they
have; make it unlikdy that they could be viewed again by the North as a "somewhat
independent” actor; vastly increase the economicaly devagating (in the ROK) tension
on the peninaulg; increase the chance for violence in the U.S-DPRK gandoff; lose the
possbility for occupying the "driver's seat” they covet; and fail utterly to capture the
North Korean nudear programs.

The great dilemma for Presdent Roh and his team has been to manage a very voldtile
gtuation until ether the parties create a break-through alowing serious dea-making
toward disarmament, or other conditions improve. In this context it was not surprisng
that the Blue House was widdy percaved to be hoping fervently for the dection of
John Kerry as U.S. presdent in November.

The Roh adminigration's reaction to George Bush's redection was remarkably quick
and decsve, and it indicated that severd of the ongoing debates within the Blue
House would not pardyze policy. Judging from the Presdent's speech in Los Angdes
less than two weeks after the U.S. dection and subsequent speeches in Europe there
was early recognition that the second Bush administration would probably not be more
flexible in its North Korea posture or dign itsdf more dosdy with the South Korean
postion. Following this trend forward to predict the dynamics for the next three years
of his term in office, the Korean presdent appeared to want to make a newly dear
gatement of his country's fundamenta interests. Through various formulations, the Roh
government postion amounted to "No nukes no war, no collapse." This pogtion |eft
room for only "containment minus" which would presumably include cooperation with
the Proliferation Security Initiative (PS) and other anti-proliferation efforts, together



with active, multi-sector engagement, and "negotiated ded."

m The North Korea relationship

The Roh government pushed ahead with various engagement initiatives with the North
despite poalitica controversy a home and continuing oppostion from its U.S dly. That
oppodstion was somewhat muted by the dispatch of Korean troops to Irag, but it
continued throughout 2004. The Gaeseong Indudrid Complex (GIC) was the most
vigble manifestation of the "Policy of Peace and Progperity” dedared by the new Roh
government a the beginning of 20038. Together with rail links, tourism deveopment,
humanitarian aid and regular officia meetings it Sgnified a rare degree of continuity in
policy toward North Korea. The value of this ten-year continuity for the evolution of
the political sysem in the South cannot be overgated.

There were dangers for the ROK government in pushing ahead with engagement while
the U.S. was moving in the opposte direction. Among these was the posshbility that
the South would begin to "care more" about improved North-South rdations than the
North did. Such a perception is srategicdly debilitating for the South, and it reduces
the South's dready modest leverage over the DPRK regime's poalicies. At times this
perception has taken root among obsarvers, and many of them question the wisdom of
continued, aggressve engagement because of that. The reuctance to establish "waking
away" points with the North, tied to particularly provocative actions or to deays or
refusals to follow through on North-South prgects, has also undercut the ROK leverage.
It may be that Roh adminigtration officads fdt they mus offset the isolation the North
perceives from the 6PT process, but the frusration over the pace and dncerity of the
North's engagement must have provoked debate within the Blue House over the proper
mix of incentives.

On redaions with both North Korea and U.S, the Roh government has sometimes
auffered from a degree of "message confuson." Some of this involves the competing
pressures being brought to bear on the ROK. But in the current era it is increasngly
impossble to prgect different messages to different audiences, and to keep such
differences separate. This problem plagued the Kim Daejung government in its
approach to North Korea, and created great confuson in Washington. That confuson
dill existed throughout 2003, and it grew during 2004, partly because the ROK
adminigration has sruggled to make its podtion and its strategic vison cdear. Former



foreign minisgter Yoon, Young-kwan, in his farewdl address in January 2004, twice
mentioned the lack of "darity” in ROK policy as a smmering problem, and he may
have been correct on that point. As noted above, the speeches since the dection of
George Bush to a second term seemed to sgna a newly confident understanding of
the Korean podgtion. There is no subgitute for interna policy coheson and message
coordination in the Roh government. If the Presdent hopes to continue to manage
foreign policy so that the Korean postion is not only preserved, but strengthened, then
renewed efforts in these areas will be required.
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