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 Introduction 

The Forum on Asia-Pacific Security (FAPS) of the National Committee on American Foreign 

Policy (NCAFP), in cooperation with the Korea Society, convened Chinese, South Korean, and 

American participants to discuss opportunities and challenges in ending North Korea’s nuclear 

program at a moment of uncertainty, anticipation and skepticism following the April 27, 2018 

third inter-Korean summit at Panmunjom and three weeks in advance of an historic first-ever 

meeting between American and North Korean leaders in Singapore on June 12. Would this series 

of summits be the turning point in ending the seemingly intractable Korean conflict and achieving 

the denuclearization of North Korea, or would it be another chapter in a Korean conflict 

characterized by deep distrust and mutual misunderstanding? Certainly, despite deep skepticism 

borne of experience, all sides must seek opportunities for greater progress than has been yielded 

by over two decades of  U.S.-North Korean diplomatic history characterized by disappointing 

failed encounters.  

 

Key Takeaways 

 International coordination is necessary to address all aspects of North Korea’s nuclear 
program, including nuclear weapons, fissile material, facilities and production 

capabilities, and human resources, in order to achieve irreversible denuclearization, even 

if it occurs in a phased manner. 

 A stable Korean Peninsula security architecture and new permanent peace regime should 

include the two Koreas as the principal parties, with China and the United States as the 

most influential outside powers.   

 North Korea’s approach and calculus are the same as in past rounds of negotiations and 

the North Korean objective of ending the war and replacing it with a peace treaty and then 

a peace regime have not changed. But North Korea’s attitude toward South Korea on these 

issues has been changing, and this is linked to changing North Korean attitudes on China’s 

position. This does not mean that North Korea thinks that China is out of the game, but 

that South Korea is now firmly in the game.   
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 Sanctions have not had a dramatic material impact on the regime to date, but they have 

had an impact on regime psychology and their planning for economic progress down the 

road. The bottom line is that maximum pressure has been generally effective but 

extremely difficult to sustain over a long period of time. Calibrating sanctions relief to 

concrete actions rather than pledges of action will be critical in the effective use of pressure 

to keep North Korea constructively engaged. 

 The Moon administration appears to have an overdose of optimism about its North Korea 

policy, having applied the lessons from prior experience in the Roh administration that it 

is important to get something started with North Korea in the first two years. But there is 

a risk that haste may backfire if the Moon administration relies too much on non-binding 

political statements, loosens sanctions prematurely, or fails to address the diverging 

positions of the concerned parties. 

 Mutual distrust remains a major obstacle to denuclearization.  

 

North Korean Nuclear Challenge: Recent Developments 

The current moment is defined by the following developments, according to an American 

presenter. First, the United States can no longer ignore North Korea’s nuclear and long-range 

missile capabilities; strategic patience has run its course. North Korea has become a top priority 

and has gained the personal attention of the U.S. president. 

Second, the two Koreas have taken the lead in reducing tensions. The first meeting between 

American and North Korean leaders will flow from the inter-Korean summit.  

Third, President Trump is a risk-taker willing to put his reputation on the line. Kim Jong Un is an 

uncertain character but has proven himself to be a skilled PR operative. Moon Jae-in is a 

progressive leader who wants engagement with the North but who understands the importance 

of denuclearization and pressure, and Xi Jinping has shown a greater willingness than any prior 

Chinese leader to implement sanctions, while also engaging with North Korea when necessary.  

Trump’s bluster may have succeeded in catalyzing inter-Korean negotiations and in making China 

more cooperative in pressuring North Korea. It seems that the United States has tried everything 

but top-down negotiations, generating a possible Nixon-to-China moment as a feature of current 

diplomacy, raising hopes that engaging the North Korean decision-maker will yield agreements 

that stick. 

Still, the process will not be easy. Talks must grapple with differing definitions of denuclearization 

and different time frames for pursuing that objective. It defies logic to think that North Korea will 

be willing to give up nuclear weapons  without tangible changes in their circumstances. There are 

also risks that a poorly prepared President Trump will either give away too much in a bid to make 

history or that he will expect too much and lead us back to military tensions. 

A Chinese presenter provided an optimistic take on current developments and the prospects for a 

turn in U.S.-North Korea relations. He argued that the summit will generate achievements simply 

because neither side can afford for it to fail. 
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Both leaders will reaffirm the objectives of denuclearization. Trump should make a response on 

security and peace. If they get these two points right, no one can say it is a failed meeting. But they 

also need to give details on how to get to denuclearization and real security for the DPRK. If  that 

happens, it will be a very historic summit.  

It is hard to assess Kim Jong Un’s sincerity regarding implementation of denuclearization. The 

question is whether denuclearization will be like pulling the plant by the roots or cutting the grass 

at the surface while leaving the roots in. North Korea can consider a big series of concessions to 

allow the international community to cut all the grass, but there is probably no way to pull North 

Korea’s nuclear program out by the roots. For example, there could be inspections or possibly 

even the transfer of warheads and fissile materials out of North Korea (cutting the grass), but 

capabilities for production cannot be removed (the roots).  

For pure denuclearization, four aspects of North Korea’s nuclear capability must be addressed:  1) 

nuclear warheads, 2) fissile material, 3) facilities and production capabilities, and 4) human 

resources. A good plan by the international community should prevent reversibility, even if North 

Korea pursues denuclearization in a phased manner.   

The DPRK’s willingness to negotiate on denuclearization is a strategic adjustment due to change 

in domestic politics from the policy of simultaneous nuclear and economic development to a solely 

economic-centered policy. This is analogous to Deng Xiaoping’s 1978 statement focusing on 

economic development. Kim perhaps wanted to address economics with implications for a change 

in nuclear policy (but not pure denuclearization).  

It will be important for the international community to have a consensus about the approach to 

North Korea.  Such a consensus will make it easier for the international community to express one 

voice on disputed issues rather than giving North Korea space to manipulate international 

differences. We need to face and manage these differences because a unified approach will help 

to forestall the reversibility of the denuclearization process.   

A Korean participant outlined how President Moon, President Trump and Kim Jong Un had each 

made recent overtures for dialogue, compounded in part by U.S. military pressure, which enabled 

the dramatic shift by North Korea from confrontation mode to negotiation mode. 

Some say that the Trump administration’s maximum pressure campaign and sanctions shaped 

Kim’s motivations, but it is also possible that Kim may have seen an opportunity to bargain on the 

basis of both his demonstrated missile and nuclear capabilities and the prospect of splitting South 

Korean progressives and American conservatives. It is positive that North Korea is freezing its 

tests and launches and abandoning its test site for the time being, but it is negative that this is 

occurring based on North Korea’s conclusion that the nuclear program is complete.   

Kim’s summit diplomacy with Beijing has provided an opportunity to restore the Sino-DPRK 

relationship and to consolidate Kim’s traditional support from Beijing that had been in decline.  

Kim may also think growing frictions between Washington and Beijing over trade can give North 

Korea an opportunity to play both sides off against each other. Despite some unconventional 

moves, it seems that Kim is largely following the conventional play book.   
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The political symbolism of the inter-Korean summit was powerful and the two leaders have built 

personal rapport. The Panmunjom Declaration addresses inter-Korean relations, peace, and 

denuclearization, but it treats denuclearization as an issue primarily between the United States 

and North Korea and is not linked with other agenda items. For a long time, North Korea has 

maintained that denuclearization is an issue for discussion with the United States, and this 

position has not changed.  

The critical question, then, is what will be the outcome of the Singapore summit meeting between 

Trump and Kim? The main task of denuclearization has reverted again to the United States. Kim 

Jong Un will want substantive changes in the current security structure before he is willing to 

make concessions. Trump wants to make the summit a success, both to distract from his political 

problems and to bolster domestic support prior to the U.S. mid-term elections. For Kim Jong Un, 

it will be all right if a Trump-Kim deal is canceled down the road because by that time, 

international sanctions will have been removed. 

The ensuing discussion pointed to a number of significant challenges that the U.S. and North 

Korea would have to address. First, the definition of denuclearization: North Korea’s standard 

definition involves denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula, which is a code word for the removal 

of the U.S. military presence as well as the U.S. commitments to protect South Korea through 

extended deterrence. Unless this definition has changed, it clashes directly with the United States 

definition of denuclearization; i.e., the removal of North Korea’s nuclear capabilities.  

Second, an American participant expressed concerns about the precipitous nature of the U.S.-

North Korea summit for which few preparations have been made compared to the one and one-

half years of secret negotiations that preceded Nixon’s opening to China based on a compelling 

strategic rationale.  

Third, there are differing expectations for how and who would be involved in a Korean Peninsula 

peace process and the transformation of the armistice into a formal peace treaty. Would China 

and the United States be able to accept any arrangement arrived at by North and South Korea? 

How do the Chinese view the question of whether North Korea is ready to follow in China’s 

footsteps? How does North Korea’s declared completion of its nuclear program translate into a 

will to denuclearize? 

A Chinese participant elaborated on the phrase in the Panmunjom Declaration referring to a peace 

process involving “three or four parties,” which is not new language. A stable Korean Peninsula 

security architecture and new permanent peace regime should include the two Koreas as the 

principal parties, with China and the United States as the most influential outside powers to 

provide some endorsement and support for positive interactions between the two Koreas and to 

take responsibility for non-intervention on the Korean Peninsula. This does not necessarily mean 

that the United States should withdraw from Korea.  

An American participant gave his view that an essential element of a transition from an armistice 

to a permanent peace system is a need for talks on conventional force reductions similar to the 

talks that took place in Europe during the Cold War. Otherwise, the currently envisioned non-

binding political declaration of peace mentioned in the Panmunjom Declaration will not be 

meaningful. He also observed that U.S. sanctions law now contains high benchmarks for what 

North Korea would have to do to achieve sanctions relief. 
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A South Korean participant noted that North Korea’s attitude toward South Korea on these issues 

has been changing. North Korea formerly thought that Chinese participation was necessary while 

South Korea’s participation was not necessary. This does not mean that North Korea thinks that 

China is out of the game, but South Korea is now firmly in the game. Pyongyang may have adjusted 

because North Korea recognizes South Korea’s military forces as a reality that must be addressed.  

A Chinese evaluation of North Korean accomplishments under the byungjin policy acknowledges 

North Korea’s nuclear success, but it comes at the expense of achievements in the economy. 

Despite over 25 special economic zones announced over four years, none have been successful. 

Now that Kim Jong Un is focusing solely on economic development, he needs to do three things: 

improve relations with major countries; resume economic assistance from South Korea and China 

as soon as possible; and remove UN, U.S., South Korean, Japanese, and European sanctions. The 

only way Kim can achieve this is to return to the path of denuclearization, most probably as a 

tactical step rather than as a strategic reversal.   

A Korean participant elaborated on the importance of byungjin as a strategic line that goes back 

to 1964, noting that a testing freeze and a test site detonation does not mean that North Korea 

cannot continue its nuclear development, particularly since it is impossible to reverse the nuclear 

knowhow gained by North Korean technical specialists.  

An American participant addressed the North Korean transition from byungjin to economic 

development, noting that Kim Kye-gwan has said that the North will not give up its nuclear arsenal 

in exchange for economic engagement. However, both China and South Korea are ready to 

reengage with the North economically. It will be necessary to coordinate approaches over what 

kind of economic assistance will be useful and  to calibrate efforts to denuclearization steps by the 

North.   

A South Korean participant asked for clarification regarding President Trump’s understanding of 

the objective of a comprehensive, verifiable, irreversible denuclearization (CVID). If such an 

approach has been eliminated, he observed that it seems more likely that the summit result will 

consist of an abstract agreement followed by a phased approach to denuclearization. An American 

participant expressed concern that President Trump is poorly prepared to hold Kim Jong Un to 

CVID.  

 

Maximum Pressure and Denuclearization 

The discussion turned to an examination of sanctions and an evaluation of the progress and 

impact of the Trump administration’s maximum pressure strategy on North Korea’s willingness 

to consider denuclearization. An American participant described the maximum pressure strategy 

as comprised of three major elements: 1) military pressure, including the increased threat of use 

of force to pressure North Korea; 2) political pressure, which is designed to enhance North Korea’s 

international diplomatic isolation; and 3) economic pressure, which attempts to place stress on 

the North Korean economy.   
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The economic pressure campaign attempts to shut down North Korea’s international reach and 

access in order to stunt domestic economic plans and utilizes sanctions to provide increasing 

leverage and generate pressure on North Korea’s cash flow.  

Sanctions have not had a dramatic material impact on the regime to date, but they have had an 

impact on regime psychology and their planning for economic progress down the road. If the  

sanctions regime is sustained, it will create more pressure on North Korea’s current accounts. But 

the sanctions regime at present targets only about half of what North Korea earns. They still earn 

approximately $500 million per year from overseas labor, plus additional funds from illicit 

activities including drug trafficking and cybercrimes, not to mention black and gray market 

activities that could net the regime upwards of $2 billion per year.   

Sanctions have also tried to target critical North Korean imports. North Korean oil imports have 

been capped under UN resolutions at about 500,000 tons per year, which is eleven percent of 

historical levels, but North Korea has filled in the gaps with ship to ship transfers and will probably 

be able to reconstitute total imports from alternative sources.  

The United States continues to pursue CVID over a relatively rapid time frame, but North Korea 

will probably want recognition as a nuclear state, mutual arms control talks, the end of the U.S.-

ROK security alliance and withdrawal of U.S. troops from the Korean Peninsula in return.  

Political leverage is dissipating already as inter-Korean talks and other diplomatic engagement 

weakens U.S. efforts to isolate North Korea. North Korea’s counter offensive is likely to focus on 

pressuring the U.S. military through a multi-pronged engagement strategy including inter-

Korean talks and a push for a peace treaty, the weakening of the U.S. defense posture by reducing 

certain types of military exercises, a weakening force posture, and the unraveling of sanctions 

implementation in practical terms by reducing and dissipating U.S. efforts to increase the 

pressure.   

The scope of U.S. demands will extend beyond nuclear weapons and fissile material to include 

biological and chemical weapons and limitations on North Korea’s mid- and long-range ballistic 

missiles. The process of removing and destroying materials as part of denuclearization will require 

years if done right. First, it will be necessary to get a complete declaration and a verification 

process to confirm the dismantling of nuclear facilities and removal of materials from North 

Korea.  

An American participant noted that what has been accomplished under the banner of maximum 

pressure is impressive but far from maximum. Another American participant reiterated that 

maximum pressure is not maximum because we have not yet gone after Chinese financial 

institutions. A Korean participant noted that China and South Korea could end up being potential 

challenges to upholding the international sanctions regime and raised questions about the 

possibility of Russia playing a spoiler role in regards to lifting or circumventing sanctions. An 

American agreed that Russia is a wild card that could serve as a buffer for North Korea and a 

spoiler going forward, especially in circumventing obstacles to North Korea’s oil and petroleum 

imports.  

In response, the American presenter predicted that UN Security Council sanctions will stay in 

place and U.S. sanctions may be ratcheted up. If talks fail, the question of who is to blame for the 

failure and the reasons for a diplomatic breakdown will have a bearing on whether partners 

continue to step up pressure and keep moving forward together. There are plenty of new sanctions 

yet to be pursued to increase pressure. 
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The American assessment is that China has been pursuing “A-level” implementation. The Chinese 

bureaucracy has understood what the United States is trying to do, and China is trying to protect 

Chinese economic interests while pushing Kim Jong Un toward engagement. China has been stern 

in its approach in the financial sector and North Korean financial and commercial operatives are 

on the run.    

The sanctions committee for North Korea established under UN Security Council Resolution 1718 

can provide exemptions to UNSC resolutions on a case-by-case basis. At present, many inter-

Korean cooperation projects would require exemptions from the sanctions committee, as well as 

transfers of industrial goods into and out of North Korea, but there is a process by which sanctions 

relief can be provided on a case-by-case basis. It would be easier to provide exemptions by 

category of activity rather than going back for a new resolution. 

Petroleum imports remains a critical lifeline for the regime and they have not been squeezed. 

China is reluctant to give away a major source of leverage it has with North Korea. In terms of 

strengthening sanctions, there is room to ramp up a blockade of shipping into and out of North 

Korea via a military blockade. 

The bottom line is that maximum pressure has been generally effective but extremely difficult to 

sustain over a long period of time. Immediate post-summit sanctions could significantly weaken 

pressure and support from all parties prior to the achievement of momentum towards CVID. 

Defining the scope of CVID will be critical to achieving success; how we define this will be critical 

to effective international coordination. If North Korea proves unwilling or unable to meet the US 

goal of CVID, the end result could push the U.S. back toward military posturing and pressure to 

act preemptively using military force.   

 

Current U.S., ROK, and Chinese policies toward North Korea 

A Korean presenter began the session on the regional context by observing that the new South 

Korean administration has come to the conclusion that the North Korean nuclear problem is the 

main challenge to South Korea’s economic development and diplomatic survival. To address that 

goal, the Moon administration determined that it is important to improve relations with China. A 

cooperative relationship between China and South Korea is important to sustain maximum 

pressure against North Korea, to stop North Korea from testing, and to prevent China from being 

a stumbling block on the North Korea issue. In order to improve relations with China, South Korea 

made concessions often referred to as the three no’s: 1)no additional deployment of Terminal High 

Altitude Air Defense (THAAD) systems in South Korea, 2) no establishment of a regional missile 

defense system with Japan and the United States, and 3) no establishment of a trilateral security 

alliance among the United States, Japan, and South Korea. In addition, the Moon administration 

has made efforts to sustain a solid relationship with the United States in order to achieve 

denuclearization. Moon’s efforts were primarily driven by the need to secure top leadership 

participation in the Pyeongchang Olympics.  

The Moon administration currently appears to have an overdose of optimism about prospects for 

solving the North Korea problem. But there is a risk that haste may backfire if the Moon 

administration relies too much on non-binding political statements, loosens sanctions 

prematurely, or fails to address the diverging positions of the concerned parties.   
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A Chinese participant asserted that China supports U.S.-North Korea political dialogue to 

establish a process and final goal of denuclearization of North Korea and that China supports 

North Korea’s decision to focus on economic development. China’s North Korea policy has been 

reactive for decades, but China’s support for recent developments is real and consistent with 

China’s longstanding strategy of modernization and economic development and its desire for a 

peaceful strategic environment in Asia. The difficulty for China is that there is little that either 

South Korea or China can do to help North Korea with economic development in light of the UN 

sanctions.  

Denuclearization remains a critical issue in Sino-North Korean relations. Xi Jinping has raised 

denuclearization with Kim Jong Un at both China-DPRK summits and will continue to raise the 

issue when dealing with North Korea. However, it remains unclear if China will prioritize 

denuclearization or improvement of Sino-North Korean relations, despite the fact that 

denuclearization is also an issue that affects the Sino-U.S. relationship.  

An American presenter made the observation the era of summitry has primarily been produced 

by Kim Jong Un, directed by Moon Jae-in and inspired by Donald Trump. One striking aspect of 

the inter-Korean declarations is that unlike prior summit declarations that contain promises of 

inter-Korean economic cooperation, UN sanctions have pushed the two Koreas to focus more on 

security and diplomacy rather than economic incentives. The Panmunjom Declaration provides a 

partial framework that addresses inter-Korean relations and aspirations for peaceful coexistence, 

but it does not fully lay out a pathway toward “complete denuclearization.”   

As the United States and North Korea approach the summit in Singapore, both sides have set out 

maximalist demands. The United States has demanded CVID, while North Korea insists that the 

United States drop its “hostile policy” and provide regime survival guarantees. Both sides must 

identify a common set of interests, however broad, that can place us on a pathway toward 

cooperation rather than on a trajectory toward military confrontation.   

The main gaps between the two sides revolve around the issues of price, process, and pace of 

denuclearization. North Korea seeks détente without denuclearization; the United States wants 

détente in exchange for denuclearization. It is striking that Donald Trump has already offered 

personal regime security guarantees to Kim Jong Un, thus setting aside the moral/human rights 

dimensions of the U.S.-North Korea relationship. He is engaging with North Korea on the terms 

that they have always wanted: to be recognized and affirmed as a valuable actor with strategic 

weight in Northeast Asia.   

Establishing the process of denuclearization will require management of vertical linkages between 

the leaders and their respective bureaucracies as well as the linking of a denuclearization process 

with a peace process, an improvement of U.S.-North Korea relations, and the easing of sanctions 

based on tangible North Korean actions toward denuclearization.   

Finally, the two sides are debating on the pace of denuclearization—whether it should be all-in-

one or phased, and whether or not both sides can make an early down payment designed to signal 

seriousness of purpose toward the end goals of peace and denuclearization.   
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An American participant asked if Xi’s meetings with Kim give China reason to believe that we will 

not once again be disappointed by North Korea. The Chinese presenter responded that a clear 

statement of North Korean intentions remains a question. It will depend a lot on the U.S.-DPRK 

summit outcome and the future of relations between North Korea and the United States. But the 

fact that North Korea has held a party meeting to shift its policy to economic development has led 

some Chinese observers to question whether they may have underestimated Kim in recent years. 

Kim’s bold actions around the Olympics and the outreach to the United States and China show a 

maturity in North Korean policy approaches that had previously been absent under the younger 

Kim’s tenure. 

An American asked whether a peace treaty would require diplomatic recognition. Another 

American questioned whether South Korea would have to revise its constitution to achieve a peace 

treaty with North Korea and asserted that there might be more risks than tangible benefits to 

South Korea in pursuing such an arrangement.  A South Korean participant elaborated that there 

is no relation between a peace treaty and diplomatic recognition, but a peace treaty is necessary 

to bring the war to a final conclusion  

The Chinese presenter indicated that the question of a peace treaty is not an important issue to 

many Chinese. It is more an issue of symbolism between the two Koreas. A Korean presenter 

observed that diplomatic recognition would not be necessary or sufficient to achieve a peace 

treaty, but it could provide more fertile soil for a peace system to take root.   

The American presenter said that the idea of a peace treaty provides an avenue for tension 

reduction. The United States is perceived by North Korea as a hostile party, but if the two Koreas 

declare peace and if institutional prerequisites for peace are real, a parallel bilateral peace process 

would be acceptable.  

An American participant asked if the Panmunjom Declaration anticipated a possible resolution of 

the inter-Korean disputed maritime border in the Yellow (West) Sea around the demarcation of 

the Northern Limit Line (NLL). A South Korean participant explained that the reference to the 

NLL suggests a revival of the 2007 declaration. The South Korean government thinks that the 

NLL is a part  of inter-Korean conflict so it has tried to introduce an off-ramp to that conflict. But 

the dilemma is that resolving the issue of the line is a concession in inter-Korean relations.  

On the subject of when and how to ease sanctions, a Chinese participant stated that there is a 

sense of grievance in Beijing that everyone is engaging with North Korea but China is expected to 

keep up sanctions despite apparent easing of tensions. China will keep implementing UN 

sanctions, but review its own unilateral sanctions. For instance, China is planning to resume 

fertilizer shipments to North Korea. China has suspended crude oil shipments to North Korea but 

the Chinese position is that the UN sanctions do not prohibit oil exports. 

A Chinese participant asked about the risks and opportunities associated with the weakness of 

vertical linkages between the leaders and their respective bureaucracies. The American presenter 

responded that it is positive that the U.S. has adopted a top-down approach that enables the 

United States to engage directly with North Korea’s main decision maker, but the way in which 

this was done as an impulsive decision that bypassed the bureaucracy was not a good sign. It is 

important that the meeting not just be an event, but that it also start a process of denuclearization 

in which governments interact and solve hard technical issues. If the situation is going to turn 

around, it will require the flexibility that only the decision maker can provide; plus, it is easier for 

individuals to come to terms than for institutional positions to change. 
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The role of public opinion was discussed. The American presenter responded that the idea of a 

Nobel Peace Prize seems to appeal to the president and his base. A Chinese presenter argued that 

public opinion is not a decisive influence on Chinese policy, although the public has strong 

opinions on these issues. The public attacks North Korea when the Chinese government is 

unhappy with provocations, but the public is happy to follow the government in favor of improved 

relations. A South Korean presenter observed that South Korean public support for Moon is high 

at 60 to 70 percent. 

 

Policy Recommendations 

A Chinese participant argued that it is necessary to treat North Korea with the same principles, 

rules, and regulations that we use in dealing with other nuclear weapons states, even though we 

do not want to accept North Korea as a nuclear state. Military conflict should not be an option 

given the risks of escalation. For North Korea to maintain nuclear weapons is the only effective 

guarantee of North Korea’s regime survival.  

For this Chinese participant, CVID demands are far beyond what is realistically achievable. No 

state would put its destiny in the hands of others. North Korea will not be able to believe any 

security guarantee provided by the United States, even from President Trump. North Korea will 

also be suspicious about the continuity of policy, given that the president changes every 4 to 8 

years. Plus, the credibility of American guarantees has been damaged by the Trump 

administration’s pull out from the Iran deal, the Paris Agreement, and more.   

The Chinese presenter offered the following recommendations to the United States: 

1. Do not overestimate the ability to execute the art of the deal and do not overestimate the 

effectiveness of the maximum pressure campaign.   

2. Do not try to solve all problems, including nuclear and missile programs, chemical and 

biological weapons, and human rights and abductions at the same time. Show patience 

and do not overload the agenda. 

3. Do not underestimate the resilience of North Korea to withstand pressure. Kim Jong Un 

has muddled through the most difficult period for him and is in a better strategic position 

to protect North Korea’s interests and take advantage of divisions in the international 

environment. Inter-Korean relations are improved, U.S.-Russia relations are bad, and 

North Korea has made efforts to improve relations with China. What worries North Korea 

most is the economic sanctions imposed by China, not the military bluff from the United 

States.  

4. Do not under or overestimate the unique and decisive role of China.  If U.S.-China 

relations deteriorate, it will weaken the willingness  of China to cooperate with the United 

States. U.S. errors, including on Taiwan, will weaken the willingness of China to cooperate 

with the United States. There is no possibility for China to abandon or give up North Korea 

and little space for China to accept U.S. alliances or multilayered pressure from the United 

States. 

5. The Trump administration should incrementally establish a policy of coordination and 

confidence that builds up North Korea. This would be a policy of CRID (conditional, 

reciprocal, incremental denuclearization) rather than CVID since North Korea will never 

accept the CVID that is demanded by the United States.  
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6. Chinese recommendations for Pyongyang include to open up and focus on livelihood and 

economic improvement for North Korean people. They will improve their attitude slowly.  

An American presenter argued that it would have been good to be prepared before going into a 

summit by using a bottom-up approach. There is a need for caution on messaging and not talk 

about the Libya model or how the United States is going to take over North Korea’s economic 

development. These sorts of developments are more likely to result in conflicts or crash up the 

process. 

The presenter’s recommendations were as follows: 

1. Maintain pressure until significant progress is achieved. In South Korea, the momentum 

is toward releasing pressure. Chinese pressure has not been as comprehensive as 

advertised. President Trump’s actions on ZTE seem to confuse U.S. law enforcement 

actions with trade negotiations.   

2. Distrust but verify, verify, verify. There is a need for an arms control process with robust 

regimes. North Korea should declare all fabrication and storage facilities. North Korea 

should comply with short-notice challenge inspections of non-declared facilities.   

3. Peace negotiations should be accompanied by a Conventional Forces in Europe 

(CFE)/Conference on Security Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) style technical process that 

can enforce verification and ensure reduction of conventional military threats and the 

elimination of nuclear threats.   

4. Maintain a multilateral approach to the North Korean nuclear issue rather than going 

bilateral. If it’s just the United States and North Korea, then there will be greater pressure 

on the United States to make one more concession to keep things going.   

The American asserted that the cost of failure is higher with North Korea this time rather than 

with previous negotiations with the North. If the summit fails, we will return to heightened 

tension and talk of preventive attacks. We will be in uncharted waters and the outcome would be 

unpredictable. 

A Korean presenter said that it is important to keep reminding Trump that CVID serves the U.S. 

and his own political interests. He will have to set up a final deadline for CVID or North Korea is 

likely to drag its feet or may cheat again. CVID should be linked to a peace regime on the Korean 

Peninsula that serves as an umbrella for both U.S.-DPRK normalization and arms control. If those 

things have taken place, the force structure of U.S. troops on the Korean Peninsula can change 

toward the direction of contributions to regional peace. It will take time for these changes to take 

hold.   

The Korean participant offered the following recommendations: 

1. The summit statement should be as concrete as possible. The statement should calibrate 

denuclearization with peacebuilding on the Korean Peninsula versus U.S. troop 

withdrawal or premature sanctions lifting.  

2. The United States should attempt to link denuclearization with a peace regime, which 

serves as a broader concept and should be distinguished from a peace treaty. A peace 

regime includes Japan-DPRK and U.S.-DPRK normalization and arms control. Also, it is 

important to remember that the signing of a peace treaty will have a direct impact on the 

UN Command and will have an impact on the role and purpose of USFK.  
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3. In the longer term, it will be necessary to coordinate closely between the United States and 

South Korea adjustments in the structure of USFK, the structure of military exercises, and 

the future of the U.S.-ROK alliance and its contributions to regional and global peace and 

prosperity. As long as North Korea continues to pose conventional military threats, there 

is still reason for the United States and South Korea to continue the military alliance. 

4. China should not look at North Korea through the lens of U.S.-China strategic 

competition. The United States should be prepared to pursue a maximalist outcome from 

the Trump-Kim summit rather than trying to come up with a politically viable but 

incomplete denuclearization. South Korea should restrain itself in playing a mediator role 

between the United States and North Korea. The idea of South Korea as a mediator sends 

a wrong message by emboldening North Korea to try and drive a wedge between Seoul and 

Washington. 

An American participant observed several commonalities among South Korean, American, and 

Chinese presenters. There is a need for protracted steps to manage the threat from North Korea 

in the event of incomplete denuclearization. But he asked whether the interests of the three will 

be likely to diverge or converge following the Singapore summit. Facing a nuclear armed North 

Korea will require further trilateral coordination, but will these three parties maintain cohesion 

or will their interests diverge? 

A Chinese participant observed that if the summit fails, convergence or divergence among the 

parties will depend on who is to blame.  It is in China’s interest to have denuclearization but China 

thinks this will take time and will face more challenges than the Trump administration seems to 

think. An American participant observed that regardless of the outcome of the summit, South 

Korea and China seem more willing to reduce pressure while the United States is trying to hold 

out pressure. If North Korea is seen as the source of the problem, South Korea will be more likely 

to maintain coordination with the United States. The core issue remains the need for confidence 

building measures, without which nothing that the leaders sign will make anyone feel safer.  

An American participant asked Chinese participants if Kim has no plans to give up nuclear 

weapons, what is his motivation to offer talks? A Chinese participant responded that North Korea 

faces great external economic pressure and that the economy is in very bad shape.  This is why 

Kim Jong Un clearly recognizes the need for economic development over nuclear development.  

A Chinese participant asserted that mutual distrust remains a major obstacle to denuclearization.  
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