




joint u.s.-korea academic studies

Volume 21, 2011

Prospects for emerging east asian cooperation 
and 

implications for the united states

symposium sponsored by

korea economic institute, 
korea institute for international economic Policy, and 
school of international service at american university

20–22 october 2010



kei editorial board

KEI Editors: Nicole M. Finnemann 
 Sarah Howe 
 Abraham Kim 
 Florence Lowe-Lee

Contract Editor: Mary Marik

Cover Design: Stuart Johnson Jr.

The views expressed in this publication are those of the authors. While this mono-
graph is part of the overall program of the Korea Economic Institute endorsed by its 
Officers, Board of Directors, and Advisory Council, its contents do not necessarily 
reflect the views of individual members of the Board or of the Advisory Council.

Copyright 2011 by the Korea Economic Institute 
www.keia.org

All rights reserved, except that authorization is given herewith to academic institu-
tions and educators to reproduce articles herein for academic use as long as appro-
priate credit is given both to the authors and to this publication.

Printed in the United States of America. 
ISNN 1054-6944



iii

contents

kei advisory Council. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . iv
Preface . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . vi
History of korea economic institute academic Symposia . . . . . . . . . . . .vii
Prospects for emerging east asian Cooperation and implications  
for the United States

Tomorrow’s East Asia Today: Regional Security Cooperation  
for the 21st Century

Andrew L. Oros. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1
U.S.-Russian-Chinese Cooperation for the Security of Korea

Doug J. Kim . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .15
Korea, ASEAN, and East Asian Regionalism

David Arase  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .33
the emerging role of South korea on a Global Stage

Bridging the Global Gap: Korea’s Leadership Agenda for the G-20
Balbina Y. Hwang and Youngji Jo  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .53

the Future of energy Security in Northeast asia
Going Global: Issues Facing South Korea as an Emerging  
Nuclear Exporter

Chen Kane, Stephanie C. Lieggi, and Miles A. Pomper. . . . . . . . . . .79
Prospects for Creating a Great, Green Path to Power

George Hutchinson. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .105
engaging and transforming North korea’s economy

Engaging and Transforming North Korea’s Economy
William B. Brown . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .133

Estimating the Potential Size of Inter-Korean Economic Cooperation
Doowon Lee . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .149

Finding room for a Six Party Solution to North korea’s Nuclear Crisis
South Korea and the Six-Party Talks: The Least Bad Option?

Charles K. Armstrong . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .165
Six-Party Talks and China’s Goldilocks Strategy:  
Getting North Korea Just Right

Drew Thompson and Natalie Matthews . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .179
Japanese Perspectives on the Six-Party Talks and the  
North Korean Nuclear Crisis

Michael R. Auslin . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .195
Russia and the Six-Party Process in Korea

Stephen Blank . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .207



iv

Chair
The Honorable Stephen W. Bosworth 
The Fletcher School at Tufts  
University; Department of State

Members
Mr. Bradley Babson 
World Affairs Council of Maine

Dr. Claude Barfield 
American Enterprise Institute

Dr. John Bennett 
Former KEI President

Dr. Thomas F. Cargill 
University of Nevada, Reno

His Excellency Yoon-je Cho 
Sogang University

Dr. Nicholas Eberstadt 
American Enterprise Institute

Mr. Robert Fallon 
Columbia Business School

Mr. Gordon Flake 
Maureen & Mike Mansfield  
Foundation

The Honorable Donald P. Gregg 
The Korea Society

The Honorable Thomas C. Hubbard 
McLarty Associates

The Honorable James A. Kelly 
EAP Associates, Inc.

Mr. Andrew B. Kim 
Sit/Kim International

Mr. Spencer Kim 
Pacific Century Institute

Mr. Bruce Klingner 
Heritage Foundation

The Honorable James T. Laney 
Emory University

Dr. Kirk W. Larsen 
Brigham Young University

His Excellency Tae-sik Lee 
Former Ambassador to the U.S.

Dr. Young-Sun Lee 
Yonsei University

Dr. Wonhyuk Lim 
Korea Development Institute

Mr. Paul M. McGonagle 
Consultant

Dr. G. Mustafa Mohatarem 
General Motors Corporation

Dr. Chung-in Moon 
Yonsei University

kei adVisorY counciL



v

Dr. Hugh T. Patrick 
Columbia University

The Honorable Ernest H. Preeg 
Manufacturers Alliance/MAPI

Dr. Mitchell B. Reiss 
Washington College

Mr. Evans J. R. Revere 
Albright Stonebridge Group

Mr. Alan Romberg 
Henry L. Stimson Center

Dr. Robert A. Scalapino 
University of California, Berkeley

Dr. Jeffrey R. Shafer 
Citigroup

His Excellency Joun-yung Sun 
Kyungnam University

Mr. W. Robert Warne 
Former KEI President

Mr. Joseph A. B. Winder 
Winder International,  
Former KEI President

kei board of directors
Sukhan Kim, Esq. 
Partner 
Akin Gump Strauss Hauer & Feld

Prof. Yoon Shik Park 
George Washington University

Prof. David Steinberg 
Georgetown University

Officers
Amb. Charles L. Pritchard 
President

Dr. Abraham Kim 
Vice President

Ms. Florence Lowe-Lee 
Treasurer



vi

Preface

The Korea Economic Institute (KEI) in Washington, D.C., in cooperation with 
the School of International Service (SIS) at American University, also in Wash-
ington, D.C., cosponsored an academic symposium at SIS on 20–22 October 
2010 on “Tomorrow’s Northeast Asia.” This volume contains the papers that 
were presented at the symposium and subsequently refined.

The 2010 symposium focused on emerging and future challenges facing North-
east Asia. Papers and discussions fell under five broad topics:

Prospects for emerging East Asian cooperation and implications for the • 
United States

The emerging role of South Korea on a global stage• 

The future of energy security in Northeast Asia• 

Engaging and transforming North Korea’s economy• 

Finding room for a six-party solution to North Korea’s nuclear crisis.• 

The sponsors and authors welcome comments on the material in this volume. This 
is the 21st in a series of annual academic symposia on Asia-Pacific economic and 
security issues that bring together leading academics and policy professionals 
from throughout the region.

Louis W. Goodman  Charles L. (Jack) Pritchard 
Dean  President 
School of International Service Korea Economic Institute 
American University

December 2010
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soutH korea and tHe six-PartY taLks: 
tHe Least Bad oPtion?

Charles K. Armstrong

abStraCt

The six-party talks have been hindered by political shifts in the states involved, 
and especially by changing levels of support for the talks in Washington and 
Seoul. But the talks remain the primary forum for resolving the North Korean 
nuclear issue and for negotiation between North Korea and the other countries 
with the most direct stake in peace and stability on the Korean peninsula. Al-
though the six-party process is far from perfect, the alternatives appear to be 
worse.

Charles K. Armstrong is a Professor of History and Director of the Center for 
Korean Research at Columbia University.
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introduction

One of the key challenges in dealing with the DPRK has been the shifting politics 
of North Korea policy in South Korea and the United States. During the past 20 
years, administrations in Seoul and Washington have alternated between more 
conservative, hawkish administrations and relatively liberal pro-engagement 
ones—but at different times in the two capitals. Thus, the unprecedented direct 
negotiations between the DPRK and the Clinton administration over North Ko-
rea’s nuclear program in 1994, culminating in the October U.S.-DPRK Agreed 
Framework, was viewed with considerable suspicion by the Kim Young-sam 
administration in Seoul.

Four years later, President Kim Dae-jung came to office in Seoul and made 
engagement the centerpiece of his North Korea policy. After disputes between 
the United States and the DPRK over North Korea’s ballistic missile launches 
and suspicious underground activity in the area of Kumchang-ri were resolved 
in 1998, the Clinton and Kim Dae-jung administrations appeared to be aligned in 
their engagement policies. But despite a flurry of activity in the final year of the 
Clinton presidency—including the Pyongyang summit between Kim Dae-jung 
and Kim Jong-il in June 2000, the meeting between Vice Marshal Jo Myong-
rok and President Clinton in Washington in October, followed by the meeting 
between Secretary of State Madeleine Albright and Kim Jong-il in Pyongyang—a 
major breakthrough in U.S.–North Korean relations never happened.

The George W. Bush administration rejected the main features of Clinton’s North 
Korea policy and was skeptical of the engagement approach of Kim Dae-jung 
and his successor, Roh Moo-hyun. Eventually, however, the Bush administration 
modified its hawkish position and initiated a new process for engaging North 
Korea: the six-party talks involving the United States, the Republic of Korea, 
the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, China, Russia, and Japan. But just 
when South Korea and the United States were converging again in the second 
Bush administration—cooperating in the six-party talks—a new, conservative 
president was elected in Seoul, and North Korean–South Korean relations took 
a decided turn for the worse.

If bilateral coordination between Seoul and Washington is difficult, the problem 
is compounded by the addition of China, Russia, and Japan, along with North 
Korea, in the six-party process. Yet, despite the complexity of six-party coor-
dination and the suspension of the talks themselves in 2009, the six-party talks 
remain the primary forum for negotiation between North Korea and the other 
countries with the most direct stake in peace and stability on the Korean pen-
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insula, including South Korea and the United States. The six-party agreements 
of September 2005 and February 2007 are the most detailed and far-reaching 
plans to date not only for resolving the North Korean nuclear issue, but more 
generally for reducing conflict and normalizing political and economic relations 
in and around the Korean peninsula.

a History of crisis management

The state of conflict on the Korean peninsula has been ongoing for 60 years, since 
the outbreak in 1950 of the Korean War, a war rooted in turn in the deeper history 
of political division, colonialism, and great-power rivalry in Korea (Cumings 
2010). But the “North Korea problem” as we know it, focused on Pyongyang’s 
nuclear weapons development and other illicit activities, is essentially a post–
Cold War phenomenon of the last two decades. At least, this is how it has looked 
from the perspective of the United States. The overriding concern of the United 
States has been nuclear proliferation, but for South Korea, North Korea’s threat 
has been more immediate and existential.

From a Korean peninsular perspective, the major turning point was 1972, when 
Seoul and Pyongyang first entered into direct dialogue. Although the end of the 
Cold War did not fundamentally alter the perception of threat in South Korea, it 
did change the mood, giving rise to hopes of near-term unification along German 
lines. It was not long before the costs of German unification gave pause to those 
who had hoped for a similar denouement for divided Korea. In the aftermath of 
post–Cold War euphoria, it became clear that the differences between divided 
Korea and Germany were at least as great as the similarities, but the main flaw 
of the German analogy was the lack of correspondence between East Germany 
and North Korea. Unlike the erstwhile German Democratic Republic, the DPRK 
refused to roll over and die.

In fact, North Korea was and always had been a very different kind of regime 
from the Soviet dependencies of Eastern Europe, and it was never likely to go 
as quickly and easily despite the economic catastrophe of the 1990s (Armstrong 
2003). Illusions of North Korea’s imminent demise may have underlain South 
Korean acquiescence to the 1994 Agreed Framework—the ROK could accept 
paying for nuclear reactors in North Korea if they would soon be in Seoul’s hands 
after the DPRK collapsed—but by the end of the decade both South Korea and 
the United States had accepted the reality that North Korea had to be dealt with 
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(in the words of Clinton’s secretary of defense, William J. Perry) “as it is, not 
as we wish it to be.”1

Still, long-term adherence to a process of engagement eluded the parties con-
cerned, partly owing to Pyongyang’s intransigence and unreliability, partly as 
a result of changes in the political environments in Seoul and Washington. For 
different reasons, neither side developed much confidence in the other’s ability 
to abide by mutual agreements. Fifteen years of on-again, off-again talks over 
North Korea’s nuclear program gave the appearance, more often than not, of 
crisis management rather than clear movement toward diplomatic resolution. 
The October 1994 Agreed Framework froze North Korea’s plutonium program 
in exchange for energy assistance and promised to move the United States and 
the DPRK toward normal political relations. But between a harshly critical, 
Republican-dominated Congress and numerous domestic distractions, it was 
difficult for the Clinton administration to pay much attention to the North Ko-
rean nuclear agreement.

The initiative on dialogue with Pyongyang was taken by the Kim Dae-jung 
administration beginning in early 1998. By the fall of 2000, after the June sum-
mit between Kim Dae-jung and Kim Jong-il, the United States and North Korea 
finally seemed on the verge of a major agreement to resolve North Korea’s missile 
proliferation and move forward on Washington-Pyongyang normalization. But a 
deal never materialized, and the incoming Bush administration was reflexively 
opposed to virtually every aspect of Clinton’s foreign policy, not least its “ap-
peasement” of Pyongyang.

North Korean–South Korean relations were on a gradual upward path in the 
first years of the new millennium. With Seoul’s encouragement, North Korea 
began to emerge from its diplomatic isolation: in the space of two years, Pyong-
yang established diplomatic relations with most countries in western Europe 
and Southeast Asia, along with Canada, Australia, Brazil, and New Zealand. 
In July 2000, North Korea joined the ASEAN Regional Forum for East Asian 
security dialogue (Kim S. 2001, 20). At the same time, North Korea began to 
take cautious but potentially far-reaching steps toward internal economic reform, 
including unprecedented wage and price reforms undertaken in the summer of 
2002 (Chosun Ilbo 2002; Economist 2002, 24–26). Improvement in inter-Korean 
relations was part and parcel of this trend toward North Korea becoming a more 
“normal” country.

1 On the first North Korean nuclear crisis, see Sigal (1999); on the second crisis of 2002–06, 
see Funabashi (2007).
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Meanwhile, the U.S. relationship with North Korea went on a roller-coaster 
ride from bilateral engagement under Clinton, to confrontation under Bush, 
to multilateral engagement, to a crisis over North Korean missile and nuclear 
weapons tests, and finally to a new set of diplomatic agreements.

A second nuclear crisis erupted in October 2002, when the United States accused 
North Korea of carrying on a secret uranium enrichment program in order to 
evade the 1994 nuclear ban. As hard-liners in the Bush administration had long 
hoped, the 1994 agreement soon collapsed. But North Korea itself did not, and 
in April 2003, through the mediation of Beijing, the United States, North Korea, 
South Korea, China, Japan, and Russia entered into a six-way series of talks to 
resolve the North Korean nuclear issue. Six rounds of six-party talks proceeded 
before North Korea walked out in April 2009, in protest over UN condemnation 
of its missile launches. On 19 September 2005, during the fourth round of talks, 
the six parties established a detailed joint statement regarding Korean denucle-
arization. North Korea was to abandon its nuclear program and return to the 
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, and in exchange the United States offered a 
security guarantee that it had no intention of attacking or invading North Korea. 
Further, the United States and Japan promised to work toward normalization with 
the DPRK, and all five promised economic cooperation with the North. The 19 
September agreement resembled a multilateral version of the 1994 U.S.-DPRK 
Agreed Framework.

A fifth round of talks ended in November after the United States announced 
it would freeze North Korean bank assets in Macao, at the Banco Delta Asia, 
because of suspicion that North Korea was using the bank to launder money for 
illicit purposes. On 5 July 2006, North Korea launched seven ballistic missiles, 
ending its self-imposed missile moratorium in place since 1998 (Sigal 2006). 
The UN Security Council condemned North Korea’s actions. This was the first 
time China agreed to such a condemnation of North Korea, but nothing came of 
this condemnation. Three months later, on 9 October, North Korea announced 
it had successfully carried out an underground nuclear test. This led to an even 
more strongly worded UN resolution but, again, no action. It seemed none of 
the parties involved, including China, Russia, or the United States, was willing 
to risk war or (especially for China) the possibility of a chaotic collapse of the 
North Korean regime, which would send millions of refugees pouring across 
China’s Korean border.

For Seoul, engagement with the North and maintaining “peace and prosper-
ity” on the Korean peninsula was seen as more important than resolving the 
nuclear issue. In a very short time, South Korea’s policy toward the North was 
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 essentially back to business as usual (ICG 2006, 8). Ultimately even the United 
States backed down from its condemnation, offering a set of incentives for North 
Korea to return to the six-party talks (Nautilus Institute 2006).

North Korea did return to the talks, and the result was the agreement of 13 Feb-
ruary 2007, which called for the DPRK to shut down and abandon its Yongbyon 
reactor, invite back inspectors from the International Atomic Energy Agency, 
and fully reveal the extent of its nuclear program. In exchange, the United 
States and Japan would move toward normalization of ties with the DPRK, 
and they and other countries would offer energy and humanitarian assistance to 
North Korea (Washington Post 2007). In October, North Korea promised that 
it would shut down its nuclear facilities in Yongbyon and “provide a complete 
and correct declaration of all its nuclear programs in accordance with the Febru-
ary 13 agreement” by the end of 2007. Furthermore, Pyongyang reaffirmed its 
promise not to transfer nuclear materials, technology, or know-how. The United 
States and Japan, for their part, reaffirmed their commitments to move toward 
normalization of relations with the DPRK. North Korea would also receive the 
equivalent of up to one million tons of heavy fuel oil—twice as much as speci-
fied in the 1994 agreement—in an arrangement to be worked out by a working 
group on economy and energy cooperation. North Korea continued to hand over 
key documents on its nuclear program in the first half of 2008 and took steps to 
shut down its Yongbyon facilities. It looked like North Korea would live up to 
its pledges after all (Chosun Ilbo 2008).

At the time that the 13 February agreement was being finalized in 2007, Presi-
dent Roh Moo-hyun of South Korea met Kim Jong-il in Pyongyang during 2–4 
October for the second inter-Korean summit. The summit had originally been 
scheduled for late August, but North Korea requested a postponement because of 
severe flooding in the North that summer. Roh was determined, even desperate, 
to hold a summit before the December 2007 presidential elections. Roh himself 
could not run for reelection, but he hoped the summit would give a boost to his 
handpicked successor, former unification minister Chung Dong-young. On 4 
October Kim and Roh signed an eight-point agreement, more detailed and spe-
cific than the June 2000 agreement, which outlined a wide range of cooperative 
activities.2 North-South “cooperation” has meant, of course, South Korean aid 
to and investment in the North.

2 This agreement was called the “Declaration on the Advancement of South-North Korean 
Relations, Peace and Prosperity,” and it can be found at www.usip.org/files/file/resources/collections/
peace_agreements/n_skorea10042007.pdf. The ambiguous phrase “three or four parties” may derive 
from the fact that South Korea is not a signatory to the armistice, which was signed by representatives 
from China, North Korea, and the United States (representing the United Nations).
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Critics accused Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun of giving away the store to 
North Korea and getting nothing in return. Still, by the end of the Kim-Roh 
decade the South Korean economic presence in the North was significant, espe-
cially in the two major Hyundai projects: the tourism complex in the Kumgang 
mountains in the east and, above all, at the vast Kaesong industrial zone complex 
in the west, just 20 kilometers north of the Demilitarized Zone. The second 
Pyongyang declaration suggested an expansion and deepening of South-North 
economic cooperation, including possibly a new South Korean investment zone 
in the Haeju area.

anything but clinton, anything but roh

The Bush administration’s almost visceral rejection of everything associated with 
the Clinton administration’s policies, not least its engagement with the DPRK, 
was sometimes criticized as ABC—“anything but Clinton.” The differences 
between the United States and South Korea over engagement with the North 
that emerged after George W. Bush came to office grew even more pronounced 
under Roh. Indeed, North Korea was the main cause of public friction between 
South Korea and the United States in the first five years of George W. Bush’s 
presidency. But after Bush was reelected in 2004, his administration pursued a 
more active policy of engagement with the DPRK despite much criticism from 
hard-line former members of the Bush team (Myers 2007). For some 15 months 
before the inauguration of Lee Myung-bak in February 2008, the United States 
and South Korea were generally in sync in their approach to the North. Then 
their positions became almost exactly the reverse of the early Bush-Roh years, 
with South Korea advocating a hard line toward the North and the United States 
pushing for engagement.

By the end of the Roh administration, there was a consensus in the South that 
North-South cooperation was beneficial to both sides, that gradual reunification 
was preferable to sudden collapse and a German-style absorption of North Korea 
by the ROK, that the North Korean threat could be managed, and that it was 
better to change North Korea’s undesirable behavior by persuasion rather than 
by coercion. Such views in broad form were shared across the political spec-
trum in South Korea, including by many members of the Right. In June 2007 
the Grand National Party (GNP), long hawkish on the North, revised its North 
Korea policy to favor engagement over pressure, a position little different from 
the position of the two “liberal” presidents, Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun 
(Kim K. 2007). Thus the GNP managed to appropriate the most important asset 
held by progressive presidential candidate Chung Dong-young in the presidential 
election: the Roh government’s success in engaging North Korea.
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Nevertheless, Lee ran for president promising to be tougher on North Korea 
than his predecessors and to link more closely than his predecessor inter-Korean 
economic cooperation to progress in North Korea’s denuclearization process. 
Indeed, in his first few weeks in office Lee seemed to have taken a page from the 
playbook of George W. Bush’s first term. Criticizing his predecessors’ engage-
ment policy toward North Korea as “unilateral appeasement,” just as Bush had 
done with regard to Clinton, Lee emphasized North Korea’s complete compliance 
with the denuclearization agreement as a precondition for future inter-Korean 
cooperation and, in particular, large-scale investment—such as the development 
of the Haeju–West Sea area promised by Roh at the October 2007 summit in 
Pyongyang. Lee also promised not to shy away from criticizing North Korea 
on human rights (Petrov 2008). His administration’s initial position could be 
considered the equivalent of the Bush administration’s ABC—perhaps ABR, 
“anything but Roh.”

There was an element of self-contradiction in Lee’s approach to the North, which 
in its early stages gave the impression of being more ad hoc than a conscious 
policy. On the one hand, Lee had to demonstrate his toughness on Pyongyang 
to please his conservative support base. On the other hand, given the record of 
his former company, Hyundai, as South Korea’s largest corporate investor in 
the North, Lee would seem particularly well positioned to continue and deepen 
South Korea’s economic penetration of North Korea. One might have thought 
that a long-term strategy of maintaining South Korean influence in the North 
and pulling North Korea more fully into the orbit of Southern capital calls for 
more economic engagement, not less. But as it turned out, Lee’s initial promises 
of conditional engagement with the North were greeted with hostility in Pyong-
yang, and, in turn, belligerent rhetoric from the North hardened conservative 
responses in the South, creating an escalating series of hard-line words and 
actions on both sides. In the first two years of the Lee presidency, North-South 
relations sank to their lowest level in over a decade. Then the Cheonan incident 
in the spring and summer of 2010 threatened to push the Pyongyang-Seoul (and 
Pyongyang-Washington) conflict into catastrophe.

once again, to the Brink and Back

Under Lee Myung-bak, South Korea has explicitly pursued a policy of “condi-
tional engagement,” as opposed to what Lee and other conservatives considered 
the previous two administrations’ naive and dangerous unconditionality. During 
his presidential campaign in 2007, Lee announced a plan of “denuclearization, 
openness, and 3,000” for North Korea, meaning that the South would help raise 
the per capita GDP of the DPRK to $3,000 per annum if the North gave up 
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nuclear weapons and opened its society and economy. After he was in office, 
Lee restated his policy as a “grand bargain” in which Seoul would offer North 
Korea economic assistance and security guarantees in exchange for North Ko-
rea’s denuclearization and other concessions. The Pyongyang leadership reacted 
angrily to both the substance and the perceived arrogance of South Korea’s new 
approach (Burghardt and Hoare 2010, 56).

Beginning in the spring of 2008, after an initial period of relative neutrality in 
its references to the new South Korean president, the DPRK media—calling the 
South Korean president a traitor, pro-American, and an enemy of unification—
began attacking Lee with a gusto not seen since the days of the South Korean 
military dictatorship. In April 2008, Pyongyang suspended North-South dialogue 
and demanded Lee honor the inter-Korean summits of 2000 and 2007. In effect 
North Korea asked the South to continue the Sunshine Policy of Kim Dae-jung 
and Roh Moo-hyun, something the reflexive ABR instincts of the Lee adminis-
tration could not likely accommodate (Kim H. 2008, 2). But just as it appeared 
Lee might moderate his North Korea policy under domestic and foreign (that 
is, U.S.) pressure, a South Korean tourist was shot dead at the Mt. Kumgang 
resort, leading the South to suspend the Mt. Kumgang tourism program. South 
Korea’s demand for an apology was dismissed out of hand by Pyongyang. Lee’s 
call for a resumption of inter-Korean dialogue and economic cooperation in his 
Liberation Day address on 15 August 2008 elicited no interested response from 
the North.

North Korean–South Korean relations deteriorated further in 2009, as North 
Korea escalated its threats and provocations. In January, the DPRK threatened to 
“nullify” all agreements for reducing conflict between Seoul and Pyongyang; in 
March, North Korea used the occasion of the first high-level North-South talks 
since 2003 to condemn ROK-U.S. military exercises; in April, North Korea fired 
a series of long-range missiles, eliciting condemnation from the United States and 
South Korea and bringing most North-South economic exchanges to a standstill 
(Burghardt and Hoare 2010, 57). But Pyongyang reserved its harshest condem-
nation for Seoul’s decision to join the U.S.-led Proliferation Security Initiative, 
announced in May shortly after North Korea’s second nuclear test. Pyongyang 
called the decision a “declaration of war” against the DPRK and announced that 
the Korean War armistice was therefore no longer valid (UPI 2009).

The nadir (so far) of North-South relations came in the aftermath of the sink-
ing of the South Korean navy ship Cheonan on 26 March 2010, followed by 
the shelling of Yeonpyeong Island by North Korean artillery in November. The 
Cheonan, carrying 104 naval personnel, sank following an explosion close to 
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Baengnyeong Island on the western coast, near the disputed maritime boundary 
between North and South Korea (the so-called Northern Limit Line). Forty-six 
South Korean naval personnel were killed. An international investigation team 
led by South Korea submitted a report on 20 May 2010; it concluded that a 
torpedo fired by a North Korean submarine had caused the sinking. The United 
States supported the claim although China, Russia, and perhaps one-third of 
the South Korean population held serious reservations about the investigation’s 
conclusions (Lee and Suh 2010). The Barack Obama administration expressed 
no doubts about North Korea’s guilt and pushed for new international sanctions 
against Pyongyang as it staged massive military exercises with South Korea, 
including the largest naval exercises ever seen in the seas around the Korean 
peninsula.

North Korea, for its part, vehemently denied responsibility for the sinking of 
the Cheonan and asked for permission to undertake its own investigation of the 
incident. South Korea refused to allow it. Why North Korea would undertake 
such a risky attack, possibly triggering all-out war with the South, remained a 
mystery. North Korea threatened a “sacred war” against outside forces in the 
face of the U.S.-ROK military exercises. But by the end of the summer, the two 
sides appeared to have pulled back from the brink. 

Then, on 23 November, North Korean forces fired more than 100 artillery 
shells and rockets on the island of Yeonpyeong, just on the southern side of 
the Northern Limit Line. Two South Korean marines and two civilian residents 
of Yeonpyeong were killed. North Korea claimed its forces had responded to 
“provocative” South Korean military exercises on Yeonpyeong. South Korea 
strongly condemned the attack, as did much of the international community—
with the notable exception of China. In his address to the nation on 29 November, 
President Lee (2010) vowed North Korea would pay “a dear price without fail” 
should it commit any additional provocation. The United States responded, just 
as it had after the Cheonan incident a few months earlier, by sending the aircraft 
carrier George Washington to participate in joint military exercises with South 
Korea. China, for its part, refrained from criticizing North Korea and called 
for an urgent resumption of the six-party talks. While South Korea, the United 
States, and Japan responded coolly to the Chinese proposal, there was no call for 
new sanctions or direct military response to the Yeonpyeong shelling. Tensions 
around the Korean peninsula were still extremely high at year’s end.
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waiting for the endgame

Just as a Republican U.S. administration and the progressive government of 
Roh Moo-hyun came together rather unexpectedly in a policy of engagement 
with the North during the second George W. Bush administration, so the Demo-
cratic administration of Barack Obama and the conservative government of Lee 
Myung-bak seem to have reached a de facto agreement on a policy of sanctions 
and hostility toward Pyongyang. But hopes for running down the clock while 
sanctions, isolation, and political instability lead to regime change in North 
Korea are misplaced. The Kim regime, for all its many faults, has shown a re-
markable knack for survival over more than six decades. It is not yet clear what 
the face of new leadership will be in Pyongyang, or even if a genuine leader-
ship transition is under way. But predictions of power struggle and instability 
in the North Korean leadership have proven to be wrong for the last 40 years, 
and regime change from below, while conceivable, does not appear likely any 
time soon. Crucially, China will give North Korea the political and economic 
support it needs to stay afloat, whatever Beijing’s reservations about the regime 
and its nuclear ambitions. China’s greatest fear is instability in the North, not 
nuclear weapons. In that regard Beijing has staked a position opposite to that 
of Washington and Seoul.

More than any previous South Korean administration, the Lee Myung-bak ad-
ministration has aligned itself fully with the U.S. priority on the threat of North 
Korea’s nuclear program. South Korea has called repeatedly for North Korea’s 
denuclearization as a prerequisite for diplomatic engagement and economic 
cooperation, an approach that had little success under George W. Bush. South 
Korea’s economic isolation of the North has not hurt the North Korean economy 
so much as increased its dependence on China. The United States and South 
Korea are increasingly at odds with China on Korean peninsular issues, push-
ing North Korea further into Beijing’s embrace. Kim Jong-il’s recent visits to 
China reinforce the sense of renewed closeness of the DPRK and the People’s 
Republic, while South Korea’s outspoken alignment with Japan and the United 
States signify—perhaps—a new Cold War dynamic in Northeast Asia. The dif-
ference this time, however, is that the two sides (ROK-Japan-U.S. vs. DPRK-
China-Russia) are much more economically interdependent than in the heyday 
of Cold War hostility. South Korea in particular takes a great risk by aligning 
with the United States and alienating China.

Once again, the greatest uncertainty is the future of North Korea. No one knows 
for sure how the new DPRK leadership will take shape, which path North Korea 
will take in its economy and its contacts with the outside world, or what the 
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changes both outside North Korea and the changes under the surface within the 
country will lead to. The experience of the last 20 years suggests that the ability 
of outside force to affect change in North Korea is very limited. Neither Sun-
shine Policy nor sanctions and confrontation has effected fundamental change 
in the DPRK. Such change must come from within, and its consequences are 
necessarily unpredictable. In the meantime, a reengagement with the DPRK 
that embeds North Korea as much as possible into a net of connections to the 
outside world would probably be the best means of ensuring all the interested 
parties have stakes and roles to play in North Korea’s future, whatever that may 
be. Just as the Bush administration climbed back from confrontation to pursue 
multilateral engagement, so the Lee Myung-bak administration appears to be 
moving back from the brink of conflict to a new form of interaction with the 
North. Although dialogue may not be appealing to many, the alternatives have 
proven to be worse.

List of references
Armstrong, Charles K. 2003. The North Korean Revolution, 1945–1950. Ithaca, N.Y.: 

Cornell University Press.

Burghardt, Sabine, and James E. Hoare. 2010. “Relations between the Two Koreas in 
2009.” In Korea 2010: Politics, Economy and Society, ed. Rudiger Frank et al. 
Leiden: Koninklijke Brill.

Chosun Ilbo. 2002. “North Korea Undergoing Economic Reform.” 26 July.

———. 2008. “N. Korea ‘Hands Over Key Nuclear Documents.’” 9 May.

Cumings, Bruce. 2010. The Korean War: A History. New York: Modern Library.

Economist. 2002. “Stitch by Stitch to a Different World.” 27 July.

Funabashi, Yoichi. 2007. The Peninsula Question: A Chronicle of the Second Korean 
Nuclear Crisis. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press.

ICG (International Crisis Group). 2006. “North Korea’s Nuclear Test: The Fallout.” Asia 
Briefing, no. 56 (13 November).

Kim Hong-nack. 2008. “The Lee Myung-bak Government’s North Korea Policy and the 
Prospects for Inter-Korean Relations.” International Journal of Korean Studies 12, 
no. 1 (Fall-Winter).

Kim Keun-shik. 2007. “Grand National Party’s Sunshine Policy [in Korean].” Korea 
Focus, July.

Kim, Samuel S. 2001. “North Korea in 2000.” Asian Survey 41, no. 1 (January–Febru-
ary).



Prospects for Emerging East Asian Cooperation and Implications for the United States  177

Lee Myung-bak. 2010. “Address to the Nation by President Lee Myung-bak on the Shell-
ing of Yeonpyeongdo by North Korea.” 29 November. www.korea.net/detail.
do?guid=51676.

Lee, Seunghun, and J. J. Suh. 2010. “Rush to Judgment: Inconsistencies in South Korea’s 
Cheonan Report.” Asia-Pacific Journal: Japan Focus, 12 July. http://japanfocus.
org/-JJ-Suh/3382.

Myers, Steven Lee. 2007. “Bush Loyalist Now Sees a White House Dangerously 
Soft on Iran and North Korea.” New York Times, 9 November. www.nytimes.
com/2007/11/09/world/middleeast/09bolton.htm.

Nautilus Institute. 2006. “U.S. Incentives for DPRK.” NAPSNet Daily Report, 6 Decem-
ber. www.nautilus.org/mailing-lists/napsnet/dr/2006/20061206.html.

Petrov, Leonid. 2008. “President Lee Myung-bak’s North Korea Policy: Denucleariza-
tion or Disengagement?” Nautilus Institute Policy Forum Online, no. 08-025A, 27 
March.

Sigal, Leon V. 1999. Disarming Strangers: Nuclear Diplomacy with North Korea. Princ-
eton: Princeton University Press.

———. 2006. “What North Korea’s Missile Test Means.” Nautilus Institute Policy Forum 
Online, no. 06-62A, 27 July. www.nautilus.org/fora/security/0662Sigal.html.

UPI. 2009. “S. Korea Joins PSI, North Irate.” 27 May.

Washington Post. 2007. “Joint Statement: Six-Party Talks on N. Korea Disarmament.” 
13 February. www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/02/13/
AR2007021300508.html.








	27580-AGS-Cover1
	27580_001-234_Text-R2_KEIA 8
	27580_001-234_FM-R2_KEIA
	27580_001-234_Text-R2_KEIA 8
	27580-AGS-Cover4-R1_PSP

