NORTH KOREA' S “ BOMBSHELL" DECLARATION

North Korea s dedaration on February 10 that it had “ manufactured nuclear weapons
for sdf-defensg’ and would “ suspend ind€finitdy” its particpation in sx-party talks
is a sunning development that serves to escdate the 28-month-old standoff between the
North and its adversaries to a dangerous leve. What makes this “ bombshdl”
dedaration specid is that it marked the firs offical confirmation of what Pyongyang
had previoudy intimated on severad occasons during the past two years.(1)

Given the North’ s notable lack of credibility, however, one must not rule out the
posshility that its professed nudear capability may be but a mirage or a
carefully-calculated tacticd ploy. To gauge Pyongyang s probable intentions, then, one
needs to scrutinize what the DPRK Foreign Ministry statement actually enumerated.

“ The second Bush adminidration’ s intention to antagonize the DPRK and isolate and
difle it,” the satement dedares, “ has become crystd dear” As the bass for this
condusion, the North dtes both an absence of any indication that a change of policy is
in the offing and, more ominoudy from its perspective, Bush’ s avowed goa of ending
“ tyranny” in the world, coupled with Condoleezza Rice s branding of North Korea
as an “ outpost of tyranny.” To the North, this lays bare the true, unchanging goa of
U.S pdlicy vis&agrave-vis the DPRK -- namdy, regime change.(2

Washington’ s pursuit of two contradictory gods, that is to say, a “ peaceful,
diplomatic resolution” of the nudear issue on the one hand and regime change on the
other, the North Korean daement asserts betrays the duplicitous, double-dealing
behavior of the United Sates and a “ robber’ s logic” For its part, the statement
continues, the North had made dear its willingness to “ treat the U.S as a friend,
resolve the nudear issue, and improve bilaterd reations so long as the U.S. did not
take issue with our sysem and refraned from interfering in our interna affars.”
Taking this as a weakness, however, the United Sates hurled insults a “ our dignified
sysem chosen by our people and ferocioudy intefered in our internd affars” the
satement aleges.



Unde these drcumgances, the North feds “ compeled to suspend our participation in
gx-party talks for an indefinite period until we have recognized that there is
judtification [myongbun] for us to return to them and conditions and an amosphere
have been created to expect podtive results from the talks” The North’ s nudear
weapons, which it dams to have manufactured “ in order to protect its ideology,
sysem, and freedom and democracy chosen by its people’ agang U.S nudear threat,
“ will remain nudear deterent for sdf-defense under any cdrcumsances” “ The DPR
K’ s princpled gand,” nonetheless, is “ to solve the issue through didogue and
negotiations and its ultimate god to keep the Korean Peninsula free from nudear
weapons remans unchanged.”

Sgnificantly, the North has left open the possbility that it may yet return to sx-party
taks. Whether that will actudly happen will hinge on whether the North can recognize
a judification (myongbun) for doing so or, dternativey, whether the North can see
some improvement in the “ amosphere and conditions’ that leads it to “ expect
postive results from the taks” By reaffirming its twin commitments to “ solve the
[nudear] issue through didogue and negotiations’ and to keep the Korean Peninsula
free from nucdear weapons” moreover, the North has sgnaled a willingness to resume
negotiations, ether bilatera or multilateral.

In short, the North’ s “ bombshdl” dedaration exemplifies brinkmanship par
excdlence, a tactic the North has used with consderable finesse and <kill in the padt.
The best example of this is the North’ s dedaration of its intention to withdraw from
the Treaty on the Nonproliferation of Nucdear Weapons (NPT) in March 1993. Then as
now the North left the door open for reversng its decison, which paved the way for
high-level talks between the DPRK and the United Sates, culminating in the sgning of
the Agreed Framework in October 2004.

The operational environment the North faces today, however, is vadly different from
what it had to ded with in the early 1990s. Not only does Pyongyang confront the
George W. Bush adminigration in Washington, which has vowed never to reward bad
behavior, but in the sx-party process Pyongyang cannot really count on unginting
support of any country, not even its only aly in a military sense and most important
benefactor, Bdjing. China, nonetheess, happens to be the only country that has any
leverage over the North, which is why the United Sates, South Korea, and Japan dl
looked to Bdjing for help. As the princpa sponsor as well as the host of the three



previous rounds of the sx-party taks, China has a huge stake in preventing the
process from faling apart. What is more, China s dsake in a nudear weaponsfree
Korean Peninsula is as great as if not greater than, that shared by the other
participants in the talks.

Againg this backdrop, China dispatched Wang Jarui, head of the internationa liaison
department of the ruling Communist Party of China (CPC), to Pyongyang on February
19 on a four-day vigt. Although Wang did not see Kim Jong Il during the firs two
days of his vigt, managing to tak only with North Korea s second-ranking leader,
Kim Yong Nam, the presdent of the presdium of the Supreme People s Assembly,
Wang was carying a “ verbal message” from Chinese presdent and CPC generd
secretary Hu Jntao to Kim Jong I, which ensured that the North’ s supreme leader
would “ receive’ Wang. The gatements rdeased by both sdes after thar February 21
meeting revealed the following:(3)

Kim Jong Il told Wang that the North was as committed as ever to the god of the
denudearization of the Korean Peninsula and to a peaceful solution of the nudear issue
through dialogue. Kim noted that the “ DPRK has never opposed the sx-party taks
but made every possble effort for ther success” adding that “ we will go to the
negotiating table anytime if there are mature conditions for the sx-party talks thanks to
the concerted efforts of the parties concerned in the future” Kim expressed hope that
the United Sates would show “ trustworthy sincerity” and act accordingly.

In a grict sense, Kim Jong Il did not say anything new to Wang but merdy reiterated
the man points of the foregn minisry satement of February 10. In another sense,
however, he made explicit what had been implicit in the latter statement -- namely, the
North is prepared to return to the gx-party taks when and if conditions favorable to
the North, as it sees them, materidize. Kim made it plan that the bal was in the
United Sates court, which must display “ sncerity” backed by concrete action. If a
report in the Japanese press is to be beieved, however, the podgtive spin in Kim' s
words did not come eadly. Initidly, Kim reportedly had dismissed the sx-party taks
as “ meaningless’ in the absence of any dgns of change in U.S policy toward the
North in the second Bush adminigration. Only after Wang conveyed to Kim China s
drong oppodtion to the North’ s acquistion of nudear weapons and spent many
hours trying to change Kim’ s mind did Wang succeed in extracting a statement that
was flexible enough to suggest the possbility of the North’ s returning to the



conference table.d)

In a press briefing on the Wang-Kim meeting, PRC Foreign Ministry spokesman Kong
Quan put a dightly different twist to Kim Jong II' s demand for sincerity on the part
of the United Sates. Not once but twice Kong underscored the need for “ al parties’
to “ show gnceity, flexibility and patience, and make concerted efforts’ to solve the
nudear issue. Even when he was spedficaly asked whether China would ask the
United Sates to change its attitude in response to North Koread s demand for
“ dncerity,” Kong sounded srikingly even-handed: “ both sdes can be sincere and
flexible, can take into congderation the concerns of the other party, especialy the
problems the other party urges to be solved.” (5)

How did the United Sates, South Korea, and Jgpan respond to the outcome of the
latest round of Chinese diplomacy? On February 26, the three dlies -- or, in the case
of South Korea and Jgpan, quad-dlies -- hed a meeting in Seoul to hammer out a
common drategy. The meeting marked the firsg time that the three countries  chief
deegates to the sx-party talks got together, for all of them had been newly appointed
to that pogtion; they were Chrisopher Hill, the U.S. ambassador to Seoul, ROK Deputy
Foregn Miniger Song Min Soon, and Sasae Kenichiro, the director-general of the
Japanese Foregn Minidry’ s AsaOceania bureau. They urged North Korea to return
to the sx-party taks “ without deday,” indicating that they were willing to discuss
“ dl issues’ the North wanted to indude. They would not, however, offer the North
“ any rewards before negotiations resume” Snce only Song and Sasae talked to
reporters about the four-hour-long trilateral meeting, however, only the bottom line was
revedled.(6) It was nonethdess plain that the three parties were not as united as they
tried to appear. South Korea sounded more upbeat than the other parties, with Song
describing the outlook as “ sunny.” A South Korean paper speculated that Japan may
have advocated a harder line than the United Sates.(7) Even before Pyongyang s
February 10 dedaration, for example, the option of imposng sanctions on the North
was beng serioudy debated in Jgpan in response to the North’ s lack of sincerity or
outright duplicity with respect to the &bduction issue. The North’ s February 10
gatement, in fact, mentioned Jgpan’ s “ hogileg’ poalicy toward the DPRK as one of
the reasons why it would boycott the sx-party taks.



Given the North’ s track record, one cannot be sanguine about the chance of its
heeding the demand of the US and its two dlies to return to the sx-party taks
before any reward is given. Is there then, any chance that China will provide economic
inducements to the North in order to jump-gart the talks, as it has done in the past?
Its high stakes in keeping the Korean Peninsula nucear weaponsfree notwithstanding,
the Chinese, according to a New York Times report, “ reman reuctant to take mgor
diplomatic risks on North Korea, convinced that this longtime aly, a country that
Chinese soldiers shed blood in large numbers to defend, will never turn againg the
m.” According to some Chinese andydts, “ Bdjing s top priority is to maintan quiet
on its frontier, and...it would take a more aggressve tack only if tensons between
Washington and North Korea were to increase serioudy.” (8)

The report goes on to cte “ an even more fundamenta reason for the reluctance of
China to take the lead in this crigs: its deegp-seated skepticiam about the United Sate
S drategic desgns in the region.” In the words of one andyd, “ if we cut off aid
and the Koreas are unified on South Korean terms, that would be a big disaster for
China” “ The U.S would insst on basng its troops in the northern part of the
peninsula, and China would have to consder that dl of its efforts going back to the
Korean War have been a wage” (9

If the North Korean dam that it possesses nudear weapons is true, then that would
be a serious matter for China. As one Chinese analyst put it, that deveopment “ might
lead to nudear competition in Northeast Ada, which is the most important region in
the world for China. . . . We mug treat this with the greatest seriousness” (10) A big
guestion, then, is what does China know &bout the North Korean dam? China
reportedly let the United Sates know that North Korea s February 10 dedaration had
caused “ profound anger” in Bajing.(11)

When PRC Foreign Ministry spokesman Kong Quan was asked a a news conference
on Februay 22 wheher China bdieved the DPRK has nucdear wegpons, he
equivocated: The quedtion, he sad, is “ too demanding, for that is the very problem
that the sx-party taks [have sought] to solve over the last two years. If you inSst on
knowing the answer, please use your pen to tdl the international community that we
hope the sx parties can make concerted efforts . . . to support the early resumption of
the gx-party taks” (12



Although North Korea is known to have extracted sufficent amount of weapons-grade
plutonium from spent fud rods removed from its 5 megawatt experimental reactor in
Yongbyon, no one outsde of Pyongyang s inner cirde has a way of knowing for sure
whether the plutonium has actualy been turned into wegpons. The North, moreover,
has never tested a bomb. Even if one assumes that it has succeeded in making a few
or severd bombs, none of them is likey to be small enough -- that is, less than 1 ton
-- to be carried by balisic missles.

One encouraging development is that on February 27 in Bejing, Chinese Vice Foreign
Miniser Wu Dawe told Sasae, Jgpan’ s chief delegate to sx-party talks that China
“ will make diplomatic efforts [to bring North Korea back to the conference table] with
a sense of urgency.” Wu aso expressed China s hope that “ Japan, South Korea, and
the United Sates will make efforts as wdl.” (13)

What North Korea seeks desperately is an assurance of “ no hogtile intent” from the
United Sates. Actualy, the North did obtain such assurance in October 2000, when
Vice Marshal Jo Myong Rok vidted Washington and met with the then Presdent Bill
Clinton and other officas. A joint communique issued a the end of the vidt dedared
that “ as a crudd firs sep, the two ddes sated that nether government would have
hogtile intent toward the other.” (14) The advent of the George W. Bush adminigration,
however, efectivey nullified that communique, along with other legacies of the Clinton
era. What is more, Bush’ s indusion of North Korea in “ an axis of evil” in his 2002
gate of union address, coupled with other acts -- notably, the designation of the North
as a potentia target of nudear preemptive attack in Washington’ s nudear posture
review and his remarks derogatory of its supreme leader, Kim Jong Il, on numerous
occasons -- has convinced Pyongyang that hodility is the halmark of Bush’ s North
Korea palicy.

Inasmuch as Washington’ s perceved hodility undermines its sense of security,
Pyongyang never ceases to call on the former to jettison it. What, then, does the phrase
“ no hodile intent” mean for the North? “ For North Korean leaders, diplomats say,
the phrase goes beyond a pledge not to invade, conveying an implicdt message of
repect between two pear nations” As Wendy Sherman, “ a former top Sate
Department officiad who was the chief U.S negotiator” of the October 2000 joint
communique noted above put it, “ ultimatey, it is about regime surviva.” That is
why the North is not mollified by Bush’ s repeated disavowa of any intention of



invading or attacking North Korea. For Bush by implication and sometimes explicitly
has left on the table the other options that carry hogtile intent in North Korean eyes --
such as economic sanctions and interdiction of ships and arcraft originating in or
bound for the North (as part of the Proliferation Security Initiative).(15)

Returning to the North’ s January 10 dedaration, one can see that the Bush
adminigration’ s “ hogile’ rhetoric the North cites may indeed have deegpened North
Korean leaders  sense of insecurity; for Bush' s pledge to work toward the
elimination of “ tyranny” in the world, when read in conjunction with Rice s
desgnation of North Korea as an “ outpost of tyranny,” can logicdly be congrued as
an indirect pledge to bring the Pyongyang regime to an end. From a tactica
gandpoint, then, Washington’ s rhetoric may have been counterproductive insofar as
the god of nonproliferation is concerned.

g as the United Sates will not retreat from its podtion of not offering any rewards
to North Korea in order to entice it back to the gx-party talks, a postion reconfirmed
a the trilaterd conaultation meeting in Seoul on February 26, so the North is
exceedingly unlikdy to heed the demand of the United Sates and its two dlies to
return to the taks “ without delay” in the absence of any face-saving inducement. The
sense of urgency with which China has promised to make diplomatic efforts, however,
raises the hope that a compromise can be found. A feasble scenario is for China to
offer the North an additiona aid of szable proportions, while smultaneoudy conveying
to Pyongyang credible sgnals from the United Sates that the kind of security
assurances the North seeks, induding a pledge of no hodile intent, is within reach
once the sx-party taks resume. This may necesstate some assurance that “ informa
bilateral contacts’ between the North and the United Sates in the context of the
gx-party taks will be more substantial than has been the case in the preceding three
rounds. It is possble that the Bush administration may equate even such informad
sgnds conveyed indirectly by the Chinese intermediary with rewards. It is equaly
possble that the Bush adminidtration is truly averse to Sgning on to a “ no hogile
intent” pledge even in exchange for the North® s commitment to dismantle dl of its
nuclear wegpons programs in a verifiable and irreversble manner. These possbilities
imply that there may not be an easy way out of the monumenta dilemma the North’

s “ bombshdl” dedaration has spawned. / B. C. Koh (Univerdty of lllinois at

Chicago)
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