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Our Mission

The National Committee on American Foreign Policy (NCAFP) was founded in
1974 by Professor Hans J. Morgenthau and others. It is a nonprofit activist
organization dedicated to the resolution of conflicts that threaten U.S. interests.
Toward that end, the NCAFP identifies, articulates, and helps advance American
foreign policy interests from a nonpartisan perspective within the framework of
political realism. 

American foreign policy interests include: 

• preserving and strengthening national security;

• supporting countries committed to the values and the   
practice of political, religious, and cultural pluralism; 

• improving U.S. relations with the developed and 
developing worlds; 

• advancing human rights; 

• encouraging realistic arms control agreements; 

• curbing the proliferation of nuclear and other 
unconventional weapons; 

• promoting an open and global economy. 

An important part of the activity of the NCAFP is Track I½ and 
Track II diplomacy. Such closed-door and off-the-record endeavors provide
unique opportunities for senior U.S. and foreign officials, think-tank experts, and
scholars to engage in discussions designed to defuse conflict, build confidence,
and resolve problems. 

Believing that an informed public is vital to a democratic society, the National
Committee offers educational programs that address security challenges facing the
United States and publishes a variety of publications, including its bimonthly
journal, American Foreign Policy Interests, that present keen analyses of all aspects
of American foreign policy.
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Dear Reader,

North Korea has long presented the United States with one of our most complex
and intractable diplomatic and security challenges. Today, there are signs that this
challenge is growing as the Pyongyang regime is poised to take its nuclear weapons
and ballistic missile capabilities to an even more dangerous level.

Every U.S. administration since that of President Reagan has worried about North
Korea’s efforts to develop nuclear weapons and the missiles to deliver them. Every
president since George H. W. Bush has tried unsuccessfully to dissuade Pyongyang
from pursuing its nuclear- and missile-related ambitions. Most recently, the Obama
administration engaged North Korea in an intense diplomatic dialogue designed to
convince Pyongyang to freeze its nuclear and missile programs in return for 
food assistance and the prospect of improved bilateral relations. This well-
intentioned effort collapsed quickly as North Korea conducted a long-range rocket
test that violated both the agreement with Washington and two UN Security
Council resolutions.

Pyongyang has now hinted that it will conduct its third nuclear-weapons test and
has stated its determination to develop its long-range missile program. The regime
has enshrined its status as a “nuclear-armed state” in its revised constitution. North
Korea has also made explicit threats against South Korea, thereby raising tensions
on the Korean Peninsula to a new level.  

Advocates of engagement and dialogue with Pyongyang see little prospect that
official talks can resume soon in the current atmosphere. Many experts see slim
hope that new talks could convince Pyongyang to reverse its present course. In the
past, the National Committee on American Foreign Policy’s (NCAFP) Track I½
and Track II diplomacy has helped jump-start and advance U.S.–North Korea
official dialogue, and the current impasse may offer another opportunity to do so.   

Evans Revere, a former senior U.S. diplomat with considerable experience with
North Korea, has been a longtime participant in NCAFP’s closed-door dialogue
with Pyongyang. In this important article, he offers a sobering assessment of
U.S.–North Korea relations. Based on this report, the NCAFP, in its policy
recommendations, provides a course of action for managing relations with North
Korea that balances firm action with a willingness to engage in productive dialogue
with Pyongyang. 

Sincerely,

George Schwab
President 



TOUGH CHALLENGES, HARD CHOICES: DEALING WITH
NORTH KOREA AFTER THE COLLAPSE OF THE

LEAP DAY AGREEMENT

By Evans J.R. Revere*

O
n February 29, 2012, the United States and North Korea agreed to improve
bilateral relations and freeze the North’s nuclear weapons and ballistic
missile programs. Despite Washington’s cautious rollout of the so-called
Leap Day agreement (Secretary of State Clinton described it as a “modest

first step”), the deal seemed to offer real hope that, after years of setbacks, the process
of halting Pyongyang’s nuclear and missile programs might be back on track.1

In the agreement, the United States announced that it had “no hostile intent”
toward North Korea, stated that its sanctions on the North were not intended to
target the North Korean people, expressed willingness to improve relations with
Pyongyang, and said it would provide 240,000 metric tons of monitored food aid to
vulnerable segments of the North Korean population.  

For its part, Pyongyang announced a moratorium on nuclear and medium- and
long-range ballistic missile testing, a freeze on the plutonium-production program
at the Yongbyon nuclear weapons facility, a similar freeze on uranium-enrichment
work at Yongbyon, and declared it would allow the International Atomic Energy
Agency (IAEA) to return to Yongbyon to monitor the nuclear freeze.

North Korea’s commitments were far-reaching and seemed to suggest that the long-
dormant Six-Party denuclearization agreement of September 19, 2005, and the Six-
Party Talks themselves might be revived.2 As it turns out, Washington had ample
reason for its careful, low-key treatment of the new agreement. As we now know,
the seeds for the agreement’s collapse had already been planted by Pyongyang
during the negotiations leading up to the Leap Day agreement.3
________________________________________________________
* Evans J.R. Revere is a former senior U.S. diplomat and one-time Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary
of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs. He has extensive experience negotiating with North Korea
and is a frequent participant in Track I ½ and Track II dialogues with the DPRK. He is currently Senior
Director with the Albright Stonebridge Group and Nonresident Senior Fellow at the Brookings
Institution. The views expressed in this article are solely his own.

___________________________________________________
1. See “North Korea Agrees to Nuclear Moratorium,” BBC News/Asia-Pacific, February, 29, 2012,
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-pacific-17208755; also Steven Lee Myers and Choe Sang-Hun,
“North Korea Agrees to Freeze Nuclear Work; U.S. to Give Aid,” New York Times, February 29, 2012,
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/01/world/asia/us-says-north-korea-agrees-to-curb-nuclear-
work.html?pagewanted=all

2.“Joint Statement of the Fourth Round of the Six-Party Talks,”
http://www.state.gov/p/eap/regional/c15455.htm; also Steven Lee Myers and Choe Sang-Hun, “North
Korea Agrees to Freeze Nuclear Work; U.S. to Give Aid,” New York Times, February 29, 2012,
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/04/12/world/asia/missile-launch-was-factor-before-us-pact-with-north-
korea.html?pagewanted=all

3.“Joint Statement of the Fourth Round of the Six-Party Talks,”
http://www.state.gov/p/eap/regional/c15455.htm; also Steven Lee Myers and Choe Sang-Hun, “North
Korea Agrees to Freeze Nuclear Work; U.S. to Give Aid,” New York Times, February 29, 2012,
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/04/12/world/asia/missile-launch-was-factor-before-us-pact-with-north-
korea.html?pagewanted=all
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In those talks, North Korean diplomats declared that their missile-testing freeze did
not include ballistic missiles used to launch satellites. They insisted that the DPRK
had a “sovereign right” to carry out such launches. This position was strongly
rejected by the U.S. side, which reminded the North Koreans that a launch would
not only violate UN Security Council resolutions specifically forbidding such
activities, but would also end the Leap Day agreement.  

U.S. diplomats involved in the talks believed that they had made their case clearly
and that the North Koreans had not only understood it well, but had also eventually
accepted the U.S. position. Whatever the understanding that had been reached,
however, the North decided to proceed and just days after the Leap Day accord,
Pyongyang announced plans for a satellite launch.  

The launch, carried out on April 13, was a spectacular failure. The rocket and
satellite crashed into the sea minutes after liftoff. Despite the failure, however, the
damage had already been done. The UN Security Council (UNSC) quickly and
unanimously backed an unusually strong statement condemning the launch. The
condemnation, issued on April 16, cited the launch as a violation of UN Security
Council Resolutions 1718 (2006) and 1874 (2009) and “deplored” the DPRK (the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, North Korea’s formal name) for having
raised security concerns in the region. The statement warned Pyongyang against
conducting further launches and expressed the UNSC’s “determination” to act in
the event of another launch or a North Korean nuclear test.4

After issuing the statement, the UNSC strengthened enforcement of existing
sanctions on North Korea and added several new DPRK entities to the sanctions list.
However, Chinese opposition prevented the Council from targeting as many new
North Korean entities as the United States and other Council members had hoped.5

The North Korean launch caused the United States to suspend delivery of the
promised food aid out of concern that Pyongyang could not be trusted to implement
its part of the bargain. Reacting both to the suspension of food assistance and to the
UNSC’s condemnation of the launch, Pyongyang announced that it would not
honor its commitments under the Leap Day agreement.

Subsequently, North Korea has stated its intention to continue with its nuclear
weapons program and to conduct further satellite launches, which most experts view
as part of Pyongyang’s effort to develop an intercontinental ballistic missile to
deliver nuclear weapons. North Korea has also declared its intention to carry out
attacks on South Korea; in addition, Pyongyang may be preparing to conduct its
third nuclear weapons test.  

While the United States has been circumspect about the fate of the Leap Day deal,
it is difficult to imagine the United States returning to the accord under current
circumstances. U.S. domestic political realities in the run-up to the November
________________________________________________________
4. “UN Security Council Presidential Statement on the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea,” 
April 16, 2012, http://iipdigital.usembassy.gov/st/english/texttrans/2012/04/201204163935.html?distid=ucs -
axzz1uHjjuzCI

5. Louis Charbonneau, “U.N. Committee Sanctions Three North Korea Companies,” Reuters, 
May 2, 2012, http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/05/02/us-korea-north-un-idUSBRE84116Z20120502
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presidential election would make it politically difficult for the administration to
offer concessions to Pyongyang. And, Pyongyang is showing no signs of backing
away from its current confrontational stance. As a result, the path back to dialogue
with North Korea is far from clear. Diplomatic efforts to halt North Korea’s nuclear
and missile programs may not be dead, but it is difficult to find a pulse. 

This situation raises important questions about the future of long-standing efforts by
the United States and the international community to halt North Korea’s pursuit of
nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles. Where does this effort stand today? What are
its prospects? What are the challenges that the North currently poses, and how are
these likely to change in the aftermath of the collapse of the Leap Day accord? And,
what are Washington’s options now that this latest effort to end Pyongyang’s nuclear
and missile buildup has failed?

Before discussing U.S. options, the following eight points attempt to summarize
where we stand in our relations with Pyongyang and in the pursuit of the goal of a
denuclearized North Korea.  

A Setback for Diplomacy

We should not underestimate the damage that has been done to the viability of the
diplomatic process by the recent launch and the end of the Leap Day accord. Every
previous U.S. administration that has dealt with North Korea’s nuclear and missile
challenges has seen its efforts end in disappointment or frustration. We can now add
the Obama administration to that list.

The Obama administration had begun the recent talks with Pyongyang with a
healthy sense of pragmatism and skepticism—reflecting both a desire not to repeat
the experience of its predecessors and its own difficult history with North Korea.
President Obama had famously reached out to regimes like North Korea in his
Inaugural Address, only to have North Korea respond to his overture with missile
and nuclear tests in 2009. 

Having been burned by this experience, the Obama administration moved
cautiously. As a result, bilateral talks with Pyongyang were slow in coming and the
Leap Day agreement was reached only after a complicated negotiating process that
began in earnest in the spring of 2011. In its own words, the Obama administration’s
caution was driven by a determination not to “buy the same horse twice.” There
were also strong misgivings about the DPRK’s seriousness and sincerity as a
negotiating partner, especially since North Korea’s track record had given the
administration ample reason to doubt both.6

In a fundamental sense, the Obama administration sought to use the Leap Day
agreement to test North Korea’s seriousness and its willingness to deliver on its
commitments in return for promises of better ties with the United States, statements
________________________________________________________
6. Christian Oliver and Geoff Dyer, “N. Korea Pledge Receives Cautious Welcome,” Financial
Times, March 1, 2012, http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/302b81fe-637e-11e1-968600144feabdc0.html
- axzz1wNxsCG8P
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of American good will, and food aid. North Korea failed this test quickly 
and miserably.  

By announcing its satellite launch plans only days after the agreement was
concluded—a step that flew in the face of a clear warning from the United States
not to do so—Pyongyang essentially told the United States that its word could not
be trusted and that its commitments were worth little.

North Korea’s agreement to the Leap Day deal and almost immediate violation of it
undercut seriously the credibility of its negotiators, who were seen by many experts
as either having been duplicitous or unaware of their own government’s
determination to violate the agreement. In either case, they damaged their future
ability to negotiate with their American counterparts and, in doing so, have
certainly complicated prospects for renewed talks.

At the same time, having pursued the Leap Day deal and come away with nothing but
broken promises and embarrassment, the Obama administration is unlikely to rush back
into talks with Pyongyang. Should talks resume, Washington will almost certainly
demand that Pyongyang demonstrate its seriousness by concrete deeds, not words.

Time to Acknowledge the Obvious

If Washington has reason to doubt the credibility of its negotiating counterparts, it
has even more reason to believe that the long-standing goal of talks—convincing
Pyongyang to give up its nuclear weapons ambitions—is now probably beyond 
our reach.  

By its words and deeds, the DPRK has made clear that it has no intention of giving
up its nuclear weapons any time soon. Only recently, the DPRK has moved to
enshrine its status as a “nuclear-armed state” in its revised constitution—a step that
strongly underscores its commitment to nuclear weapons.7

Indeed, the record of previous talks with the DPRK has prompted most experts to
question whether Pyongyang ever intended to end its quest to develop nuclear
weapons. Past intentions aside, the message from Pyongyang since the collapse of
the Six-Party Talks in late 2008 has been a consistent one: North Korea intends to
expand and strengthen what it calls its “nuclear deterrent.”  

Pyongyang has been explicit in conveying its determination to retain this deterrent.
After the announcement of the Leap Day agreement and before the announcement
of the impending satellite launch, a senior North Korean official visited New York
to meet with a group of nongovernmental U.S. experts. The essence of the official’s
message was threefold: (1) the North Korean leadership is committed to a better
relationship with the United States; (2) Pyongyang is prepared to implement in
good faith the measures called for in the Leap Day agreement; and (3) the DPRK
_______________________________________________________
7. K. J. Kwon, “North Korea Proclaims Itself a Nuclear State in New Constitution,” CNN, May 31, 2012,
http://www.cnn.com/2012/05/31/world/asia/north-korea-nuclear-constitution/index.html
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intends to retain its core nuclear weapons capability “until we feel secure.”8

While the first two of these messages gave the American participants a glimmer of
hope, the third was deeply disturbing—especially so for those who recalled that the
North has often defined its “security” requirements in terms of ending U.S.
“hostility.” When pressed on its definition of hostility, DPRK officials have made
clear that they mean the existence of the U.S.–South Korea military alliance, the
presence of U.S. troops on the Korean Peninsula, and the U.S. guarantee to
provide a strategic “nuclear umbrella” to defend its South Korean and Japanese
allies. Do away with these manifestations of “hostility,” the argument goes, and
North Korea will feel “secure.” It is impossible to imagine any U.S. administration
accepting such a bargain. Obviously, the North’s intention is to retain its nuclear
weapons for the foreseeable future.

North Korean Delusions

North Korea’s determination to retain and enhance its nuclear capability while
simultaneously calling for improved relations with the United States suggests that
something even more disturbing may be at work in North Korean thinking.
Pyongyang may believe that it can keep its nuclear weapons and improve relations
with the United States. Such thinking would go against the policy approach of
every U.S. administration since the nuclear crisis of 1993–1994, which has held
that no improvement of bilateral relations is possible unless North Korea is
prepared to give up its nuclear weapons program and that normalization of relations
with a nuclear-armed North Korea is impossible.

While U.S. policy in this regard has not changed, the North Korean leadership,
which has long sought to gain acceptance as a de facto nuclear weapons state,
appears determined to have its cake and eat it, too. Pyongyang’s view may be that
if the United States and other regional powers can be convinced to continue living
with a nuclear-armed DPRK for several more years, acceptance of North Korea as
a de facto nuclear state becomes more likely.

Such thinking may also have been behind Pyongyang’s decision to proceed with a
satellite launch. Many experts have questioned why Pyongyang carried out the
launch despite having been warned not to do so. Why was North Korea willing to
put the Leap Day deal at risk by proceeding with the launch? The answer may lie
in the North’s belief that it could get away with it. 

North Korea may have convinced itself that the benefits the United States stood to
gain from the agreement were so attractive that it would not kill the Leap Day
accord or walk away from it. Pyongyang may also have believed that, at the end of
the day, the United States would return to the negotiating table in an effort to
improve ties, thereby accepting the North’s argument of its “sovereign right” to
launch satellites.9
_______________________________________________________
8. Dialogue with DPRK Vice Foreign Minister Ri Young-ho, New York City, March 10, 2012.

9. See my analysis of this in “North Korea: There They Go Again,” Brookings Institution, March 20,
2012, http://www.brookings.edu/research/opinions/2012/03/20-north-korea-revere
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Clearly, the North miscalculated and underestimated U.S. determination.
Nevertheless, North Korean rhetoric since the failure of the launch suggests that
Pyongyang is not prepared to back away from its pursuit of nuclear weapons and
missiles. So wedded is Pyongyang to this dual pursuit that it was willing to risk
losing the potential benefits of the Leap Day agreement.

North Korea’s Nuclear Future

This leads to a troubling new reality that the United States and the international
community must face after the collapse of the Leap Day agreement. The
agreement’s end means that no impediment now exists to North Korea’s
simultaneous development of nuclear weapons and long-range missiles.  

North Korea has threatened to conduct its third nuclear test (previous tests were
conducted in 2006 and 2009), and there is every reason to believe that it will do so.
Each underground test provides the DPRK with valuable experience and
information. In combination with the North’s ongoing work on warhead
miniaturization and development, every test brings Pyongyang closer to the goal of
a deliverable nuclear weapon.  

And, while the failure of the April 13, 2012, satellite launch was the latest in a
series of testing setbacks for the DPRK’s ICBM program, it is only a matter of time
before Pyongyang learns from its mistakes and carries out a successful launch. The
key point here is that North Korea is now on an unimpeded trajectory to develop
an intercontinental nuclear-strike capability. 

Then-Secretary of Defense Robert Gates made this point most starkly in January
2011, when he said that North Korea is “within five years of being able to strike the
continental United States with an intercontinental ballistic missile.” Gates added
that, taken together with the North’s nuclear weapons development program,
North Korea “is becoming a direct threat to the United States.”10

Gates’s assessment of the time line for the North’s development of a long-range
ballistic missile reflected the considered views of administration experts who have
been carefully watching the North’s missile program for years. If this assessment is
correct, then it is only a matter of time before the United States, its regional allies,
and the international community will face a North Korea that can launch a credible
nuclear attack. The day the DPRK is able to do so—and that day may be within the
next four-to-five years—it will dramatically change the strategic calculus of the
United States and its allies in Northeast Asia.

The Uranium Enrichment Problem

Complicating and magnifying the North Korean nuclear challenge is the fact that
the DPRK has a second path to fissile material production for nuclear weapons via
_______________________________________________________
10. Elisabeth Bumiller and David E. Sanger, “Gates Warns of North Korea Missile Threat to U.S.,” 

New York Times, January 11, 2011, http://www.nytimes.com/2011/01/12/world/asia/12military.html
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its uranium enrichment program. The North showed Dr. Siegfried S. Hecker, the
former director of the Los Alamos Nuclear Laboratory, a sophisticated uranium
enrichment operation during his visit to Yongbyon in November 2010. Hecker
noted at the time that the Yongbyon enrichment facility could be part of a broader
uranium enrichment effort located elsewhere in North Korea—a view shared by
many experts.11

Even if the North were to agree to freeze the Yongbyon-based enrichment operation,
the possible existence of other such facilities poses a special challenge. Since
enrichment facilities are difficult to locate and easy to conceal, and since North Korea
would almost certainly never accept the intrusive level of inspection and verification
necessary to ensure that it does not have other enrichment facilities, this poses a
potentially insurmountable problem if nuclear negotiations resume. For now, it 
gives the DPRK not one but two paths to the development of fissile material for
nuclear weapons. 

North–South Tensions

Meanwhile, relations between the two Koreas are probably at their lowest and most
dangerous level in recent years, adding to the challenge facing the United States
and its ally, South Korea. Today, there is serious concern in Seoul and in
Washington about the level and content of North Korean rhetoric, which has
reached unprecedented levels of bellicosity. For example, a North Korean military
pronouncement recently threatened “special actions” that would reduce parts of
South Korea to “ashes” within minutes.12

Some may dismiss such talk as empty rhetoric, but, in the past, Pyongyang has
shown that it is prepared to match its rhetoric with action in carrying out
provocations against the South. The sinking of the South Korean corvette Cheonan
in ROK waters by a North Korean torpedo in March 2010 was particularly
disturbing. The sinking was followed by North Korea’s artillery attack on the South
Korean island of Yeonpyeong—the first time that North Korean shells had landed
on South Korean territory since the end of the Korean War.

Both of these incidents and the dozens of deaths they caused contributed to the
marked deterioration of ties between the two Koreas. They have also led South
Korean defense authorities to change their military rules of engagement to allow
local commanders greater discretion to retaliate in the event of an attack. Seoul has
also made clear that it intends to carry out proportional counterattacks in the event
of future incidents; the United States and South Korea have reportedly developed
a coordinated response plan in the event of future incidents.13

The U.S. and South Korean measures are prudent, but the boldness of the DPRK’s
past provocations and its incendiary rhetoric raise a serious question about whether
the DPRK fully understands that future provocations will be met with a forceful
________________________________________________________
11. Hecker’s report on his visit is available at

http://cisac.stanford.edu/publications/north_koreas_yongbyon_nuclear_complex_a_report_by_siegfried_s_hecker
12. JooHee Cho, “North Korea Vows ‘Special Actions’ to Turn Seoul to ‘Ashes,’” ABC News, April 23, 2012,

http://abcnews.go.com/blogs/headlines/2012/04/north-korea-vows-special-actions-to-turn-seoul-to-ashes/
13. For a good discussion of deterrence and North Korea, see Michael McDevitt, “Deterring North Korean

Provocations,” Brookings Paper, February 2011, http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2011/02/north-korea-mcdevitt
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response. If the North is not convinced that an attack will draw a retaliatory strike,
the likelihood increases that it will risk carrying out another military provocation.

The Proliferation Nightmare

Arguably the DPRK’s greatest challenge to the United States, the international
community, and international non-proliferation regime is the potential for North
Korea to transfer its nuclear know-how or nuclear materials to others. North Korea
is not a theoretical proliferation threat, but a country that has a clear history of
engaging in nuclear-related proliferation with Syria, Pakistan, and Libya.

More than nine years have passed since a senior North Korean official told visiting
U.S. Assistant Secretary for East Asian and Pacific Affairs James A. Kelly that
North Korea had a nuclear “capability,” that it was prepared to “demonstrate it
physically,” and would even “transfer our capability abroad.”14 In the intervening
years, Pyongyang has done all of that, including secretly building a nuclear plant in
Syria that was destroyed by Israeli air force planes in September 2007.15

What is not clear from publicly available information is whether Pyongyang has
engaged in other acts of proliferation, but its potential for doing so cannot be
dismissed. Neither can its incentive. The DPRK was never punished with U.S. or
international sanctions for its nuclear cooperation with Syria.

At the same time, North Korea’s difficult economic straits and its need for hard currency
could tempt Pyongyang to again risk sharing its nuclear technology with others. 

North Korea’s Internal Crisis

Finally, North Korea’s internal developments are worthy of careful consideration as
the United States assesses the DPRK’s challenge and mulls future steps.

North Korea’s transition to new leadership has proceeded without evident difficulty
since the death of Kim Jong-il in December 2011. His son, Kim Jong-un, has
assumed all key leadership positions at the apex of the North Korean regime. He is
exercising control of the party, military, and government, albeit with the support of
a small coterie of trusted advisors, including family members.   

Kim’s youth (he is 28 or 29 years old) and his lack of previous party or military
experience are obvious hindrances to his ability to immediately rule in the
dominating and all-powerful manner of his father and grandfather. But, as the
formally designated heir who is carrying on the Kim family bloodline, he possesses
the most important qualifications for leadership in the North’s system of hereditary
dynastic totalitarianism. 

To date, the young Kim has adopted a highly public leadership style that is eerily
_______________________________________________________
14. For an excellent treatment of this exchange, see Yoichi Funabashi, The Peninsula Question: A Chronicle
of the Second Korean Nuclear Crisis, (Brookings Institution Press: Washington, D.C., 2007), 332–336.

15. Bill Powell, “North Korea’s Syrian Connection,” Time, February 25, 2008,
http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1735013,00.html
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reminiscent of his grandfather, Kim Il-sung. It is also in sharp contrast to the oddly
reclusive manner of his father. He has made a point of reaching out to the military,
standing with his generals and troops in the overwhelming majority of his public
appearances. While Kim clearly needs the military on his side in order to rule, it is
no less true that the military needs him, since he is the sole legitimizing and
unifying force in the North Korean political system. 

It seems likely that many of the decisions that have been implemented on the
young Kim’s watch were made prior to his father’s death (including the decision to
carry out the satellite launch). Accordingly, it is important to acknowledge that we
do not yet have a clear understanding of what kind of leader Kim Jong-un will
become as he consolidates his rule and puts his own stamp on North Korea. But we
do have an increasingly clear picture of the challenges he will face in the coming
years, and it is not an encouraging one for him. 

• The North Korea that Kim Jong-un inherited has an increasingly dysfunctional
industrial and agricultural economy that shows no signs of turning around.  

• Despite its accelerating economic plight, and despite frequent urgings from
Beijing, the DPRK remains unable or unwilling to undertake the thoroughgoing,
Chinese-style reforms that would put its domestic economy on a more successful
trajectory.  

• The downturn in relations with the South has halted the food, fertilizer, and
other assistance that once helped the North weather difficult times. 

• The North’s “military first” policy requires maintaining its massive army, which will
continue to drain valuable resources and investment from the civilian economy.

• The North’s defiance of the international community, its violation of UNSC
resolutions, and its confrontational stance toward the South and the United
States have increased the DPRK’s international isolation and expanded the
number and severity of economic sanctions on the North.

• Isolation and sanctions have also made the DPRK more dependent on China as
its only significant source of food, fuel, investment, and international political
support, potentially increasing Chinese leverage over North Korea and
narrowing Pyongyang’s diplomatic and political maneuvering room.

• Awareness of and outrage over the North’s treatment of its people is becoming a
growing factor in the international community’s approach toward Pyongyang.

• And, finally, signs are arising that the regime’s ability to control the
dissemination of information about the outside world within its borders is
beginning to fray, thanks to the spread of cell phones, the increasing number of
defectors, the porousness of the Chinese–North Korean border, the spread of
information in the DPRK about South Korea’s success, and targeted information
campaigns aimed at the North Korean people.

Reputations have been staked on—and tarnished—predicting North Korea’s
collapse in the past, so caution is advised in making such prognostications.
Important to remember is that the DPRK has survived a major war with the United
States, Cold War–era confrontations, the disappearance of its Soviet and East
European supporters, a catastrophic famine, and more. Yet, it still continues as a
reminder of its stubborn determination and ability to play its bad hand remarkably
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well. Nonetheless, North Korea’s young and untried new leader faces a daunting set
of challenges that, taken together, will place unique and powerful pressures on the
regime in the coming years.  

While evidence may be insufficient to make an argument for the collapse of North
Korea, the North is likely entering a period of fundamental systemic vulnerability.
Such vulnerability will only grow if North Korea carries out new rocket launches,
missile tests, or military provocations, since the U.S. and international response to
such would be to increase the North’s isolation and the number and intensity of
sanctions imposed on the Pyongyang regime.

�
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NCAFP POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

As U.S. policy makers contemplate how to deal with North Korea in the coming
months, they face a situation characterized by the following:

• A damaged negotiating process that has only served to increase mistrust of North
Korea’s intentions and left the United States no closer to halting the North’s
nuclear and missile programs.

• Clear signs that Pyongyang has no intention of giving up its nuclear weapons.
• A North Korean leadership that may believe it can retain nuclear weapons and
missile capabilities and improve ties with the United States.

• The absence of any constraints on Pyongyang’s ability to improve and perfect its
nuclear weapons and long-range missile delivery systems, and the possibility that
the North will be able to strike the continental United States in four-to-five
years’ time.

• The North’s ability to produce new fissile material for nuclear weapons using a
virtually undetectable uranium enrichment program.

• A dangerous escalation in North–South tensions and an ominous upsurge in
North Korean threats against the ROK.

• The potential for Pyongyang to engage, once again, in nuclear proliferation.
• North Korea’s growing isolation, vulnerability, and dependence on China as its
sole guarantor and protector.

So what can be done? The array of challenges posed by the DPRK, together with
the possibility that the regime may be entering a period of vulnerability, argue for a
multifaceted approach that improves U.S. reliance on containment, deterrence,
and pressure on the regime, while leaving the door open to dialogue with
Pyongyang under the right circumstances. The central focus of U.S. policy toward
North Korea must be to deal with the regime’s real and growing threat rather than
rely on wishful thinking about Pyongyang’s intentions.   

The growing potential of the North’s nuclear and missile threats, in particular,
suggests that the window for strong action by the United States to contain these
threats will come in the next four-to-five years. In addition, a near-term need has
arisen to develop steps to deter the possibility of military provocation against our
South Korean ally. And, the threat of North Korean proliferation requires
continuing efforts to disarm that threat by the United States, its allies and partners,
and the international community.  

If the response to the North’s challenges is strong and clear, the United States may
be able to convince North Korea’s leaders that the path they are on is not
sustainable. Ignoring the rising challenge of North Korea or waiting in the hopes
that Pyongyang will change of its own are not acceptable options.

Tools for a New Approach

The tools available to the United States to implement such a policy approach are
many and potent:
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• The United States should increase the frequency and size of its unilateral,
bilateral (with South Korea), and multilateral (with Japan) military exercises on
and around the Korean Peninsula.

• The United States should deploy new military assets in the region to deal with
North Korea. These might include new missile defense-related systems or new
offensive systems or capabilities designed to complicate the DPRK’s tactical and
strategic choices.

• Washington should agree to revise the U.S.–ROK missile agreement to extend
the range of South Korean ballistic missiles, enabling the ROK to strike any
target in the North from any location in the South.

• Washington and Seoul should make even clearer their determination to respond
to future DPRK military provocations to remove any doubts that Pyongyang
might have about our will.

• The United States, the ROK, and other allies and partners in the region should
enhance Proliferation Security Initiative (PSI)-related cooperation, including
exercises designed to address the possibility of North Korean proliferation.
Consideration should be given to developing a regional protocol for interdicting
North Korean ships suspected of engaging in proliferation of the arms trade and
inspecting ships of other countries that have called at North Korean ports.

• The United States should work with allies and partners in the region and beyond
to increase scrutiny of North Korea’s international banking transactions, with a
particular focus on North Korean government-, party-, and military-connected
entities that may be engaged in illicit activities or arms transfers.

Don’t Forget Diplomacy

In conjunction with the above steps, the United States should leave the door open
to bilateral and multilateral dialogue with the DPRK. Containment, deterrence,
and pressure are important tools, but they should be designed and applied in a way
that leaves North Korea an “exit” that can lead to better ties with the United States
and its regional neighbors in exchange for a major change in DPRK behavior. A
more assertive U.S. approach to North Korea can be valuably supplemented by
making clear that we remain willing to engage in diplomacy and dialogue with
North Korea.  

However, the experience of the Leap Day accord provides a clear lesson for the
administration that a resumption of dialogue must be based on Pyongyang’s
willingness to take concrete steps to change its behavior. And, if dialogue resumes,
the United States must consider whether the structure of U.S.–DPRK talks needs
to be changed in order to maximize prospects for progress.*

The United States should also remind the DPRK that the benefits that the DPRK
could obtain through renewed talks—food and other assistance, an improvement in
the lives of the North Korean people, an end to hostilities, security guarantees,
________________________________________________________
* I discuss a revised structure for bilateral talks in “Re-Engaging North Korea After Kim Jong-il’s Death:

Last, Best Hope or Dialogue to Nowhere?” Brookings Institution, Foreign Policy Paper No. 29, 
January 2012, http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2012/01/11-north-korea-revere
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normalized diplomatic and economic ties, membership in international financial
institutions, etc.—are still on offer if the North is prepared to take a new approach
in its relations with the United States and the international community.  

To date, none of these benefits (nor all of them taken together) has been sufficient
to convince Pyongyang to give up its pursuit of nuclear weapons. However, if the
North is indeed entering into a period of systemic vulnerability, and if the United
States is prepared to press the North even harder than it has in the past, while
leaving the door open to talks, the DPRK may finally come to know the futility of
the path it is on.

Risks and Complications

A policy approach that relies on containment, deterrence, and pressure, even one
that leaves the door open to dialogue, is not without risks. A more robust set of
defensive measures taken by the United States and its regional allies could be
misread by Pyongyang as a precursor to a more aggressive, offensive approach. North
Korea could respond with military steps of its own.

North Korea could respond strongly to steps designed to enhance PSI activities that
deal with North Korean proliferation or arms sales. Pyongyang could also react
badly to measures taken against its firms or banking institutions.  

One lesson the United States has learned over the years is the danger of making
threats against North Korea that we are not prepared to follow through on. We have
also learned that a red line that is not enforced seriously damages U.S. credibility. 

A more vigorous U.S. approach to dealing with North Korea will require an even
greater level of coordination and cooperation between the United States and South
Korea and Japan. The United States will also need to enhance its engagement with
Beijing to ensure that military steps taken to deal with Pyongyang are not
misperceived as being directed against China.

Present also is the risk that the approach suggested above could increase North
Korea’s reliance on China. However, this approach would also put the spotlight on
China’s role as the sole guarantor of the DPRK’s survival, a development that could
increase calls by the international community for Beijing to use its influence in
Pyongyang to change North Korea’s behavior. 

Finally, the United States should be mindful of the fact that the steps designed to
maximize pressure on the North Korean regime and shape its choices could also lead
to the destabilization of the regime if, as has been argued, the North is entering a
period of vulnerability. Seeking the collapse of the North Korean regime has not
been the policy of the United States, but it could be an unintended consequence of
a more robust U.S. approach.  

Such a possibility underscores the need for even closer U.S. coordination with our
South Korean and Japanese partners and a serious discussion of future peninsular
contingencies. China, which has a major stake in the stability of the Korean
Peninsula, should be part of such discussions, but, out of consideration for its North
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Korean ally, Beijing has been reluctant to engage in any official dialogue that
touches on the possibility of the DPRK’s collapse. It is time for Beijing to reassess
the wisdom of that reluctance.

The United States has been contending with the challenge posed by North Korea’s
nuclear program for almost two decades. Today, the United States is no closer to the
goal of convincing the North to abandon its nuclear ambitions and, indeed, that
goal now appears unattainable. There is little near-term prospect for renewed talks
with North Korea, and only a slim hope that such talks would yield the results the
United States and others have sought.  

Nevertheless, and despite this harsh reality, as long as some chance exists that the
leadership in Pyongyang can be convinced to give up its ambition to develop a
deliverable nuclear warhead, it would be unwise to slam the door completely on
diplomacy and dialogue.   

In the meantime, however, the nature of the North Korean nuclear and missile
threat is changing, and any U.S. administration would be irresponsible not to
develop new measures to defend the United States, U.S. interests, and U.S. allies
from the threat that North Korea will pose in the not-so-distant future. The time to
begin doing so is now. 

�
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