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In July 2022, the National Committee on American Foreign Policy’s (NCAFP) Forum on Asia-
Pacific Security (FAPS) convened former negotiators and scholars from five of the six parties 
formerly engaged in North Korea nuclear negotiations—the US, ROK, Japan, China and Russia—
to discuss developments in North Korea and prospects for negotiations regarding the DPRK 
nuclear program. The following report details the key takeaways, policy recommendations, and 
discussion points from the virtual Track II session. 
 
 

Key Takeaways and Recommendations 
 

• North Korea’s continuing refusal to engage other governments actually suits the five party 
governments, as they are all preoccupied with domestic constraints and other priorities. 
The US approach remains de facto “strategic patience.” Five-party governments 
nevertheless continue to be concerned about North Korea’s nuclear program and must be 
prepared for the DPRK to create a crisis. 

 
• North Korea appears intent on developing advanced capabilities for its nuclear weapons 

program and is making progress through continued testing. Participants disagreed on 
when and whether the DPRK would conduct a new nuclear test, but a Chinese participant 
believed it would be delayed at least until 2023. China and Russia are unlikely to support 
sanctions for missile test violations. A Russian participant described the current sanctions 
on all ballistic missile testing by the DPRK as “too sweeping.” 

 
• Leverage over the DPRK has been even further diminished.  North Korea does not appear 

to be interested in offers of humanitarian assistance and instead has indicated a desire for 
assistance with indigenous agricultural development, including technology. 
 

• Participants agreed that sanctions have a diminished effect in the current international 
environment, but disagreed on the prospects for using sanctions-lifting as an incentive 
and over how much emphasis to place on sanctions enforcement. Russian interlocutors 
pointed out that North Korea might make use of the Donbas republics for money 
laundering and other economic transactions, a notion that was rejected by participants 
from all sides. 
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• Despite markedly worsening relations among these five parties, especially deteriorating 
US-Russia relations in the wake of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and poor US-China 
relations, experts agreed that the DPRK nuclear program still presents a common 
challenge and that the five governments should continue their coordination on a common 
approach. 

 
• Governments of the five parties should discuss a potential response to a nuclear test and 

to possible attacks on ROK conventional positions and coordinate diplomacy to try to 
prevent such escalatory incidents. 

 
 

Perspectives on the North Korea Challenge 
 
Participants assessed that the North Korean nuclear issue was not among the top policy priorities 
of their respective governments in the current international security environment. Furthermore, 
North Korea perceives the world to be divided and distracted, making it easier to continue testing 
without great consequences or repercussions. All participants agreed that the DPRK is unlikely to 
forego its nuclear program soon, especially as lessons from the war in Ukraine appear to reaffirm 
Pyongyang’s thinking that developing its own nuclear capabilities as a deterrent is necessary. 
However, while it is unlikely to see major powers coalesce around a coordinated effort to 
denuclearize North Korea in the near future, the further development of North Korean nuclear 
weapons remains unacceptable to the five parties. 
 
Participants debated whether a seventh North Korean nuclear test would be imminent. A Chinese 
participant believed that a nuclear test would not take place this year due to technical challenges; 
there was also uncertainty about whether North Korea would conduct a nuclear test in 2023. 
Regardless of when a test will take place, the nuclear issue remains dangerous. However, threat 
perceptions diverged. For the US, the primary concern is an ICBM test; China is primarily 
concerned about a nuclear test. Both nuclear and missile programs remain a grave security 
concern for Japan, given its proximity to North Korea. The ROK sees the need to be prepared for 
hybrid warfare as North Korea may use the cover of its nuclear program to engage in more 
frequent low-scale provocations with its southern neighbor. 
 
Despite low prospects for denuclearization, a Japanese participant argued that accepting North 
Korea as a nuclear weapons state is “unthinkable and intolerable,” especially given concerns that 
a domino effect of a nuclear arms race across Northeast Asia would undermine the 
nonproliferation regime. There was a majority consensus that non-recognition of North Korea as 
a nuclear state was necessary to maintain the nonproliferation regime, but questions remained 
about how to reduce the nuclear threat in the meantime. 
 

 
Efforts to Reengage & Continued Challenges 

 
Participants lamented that for the last three decades, North Korea has been in the driver’s seat of 
negotiation efforts—Pyongyang often sets the timeline and decides when or when not to engage. 
What additional efforts can be made to avoid repeating past cycles of failed negotiations amid 
divergent threat perceptions? 
 
Despite little historical success and the diminished leverage of international actors over the DPRK 
today, creative and sincere efforts to reengage are still needed. There was a general sentiment in 
the discussion that offering humanitarian assistance is a “good thing to do,” but expectations of 
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concrete steps toward denuclearization in return are naïve. Some participants believe it is still 
necessary to show the North Koreans that efforts are being made to do something, even if the 
DPRK is not likely to accept an offer from countries like the US and the ROK. However, a Japanese 
participant contended that if offers of humanitarian assistance would require changing 
multilateral or unilateral sanctions, they would be unacceptable. 
 
One participant made a specific suggestion for the implementation of a mechanism within the 
United Nations in which proceeds from North Korean exports would be used exclusively for 
humanitarian assistance to the North Korean people, which would help maintain credibility of the 
international sanctions regime. This proposal could demonstrate the international community’s 
sincere intentions to help relieve the suffering of the North Korean people, while also making clear 
that North Korea’s weapons programs will not benefit from additional trade. Participants 
reiterated that while it is unlikely that humanitarian assistance alone will be a significant enough 
incentive for North Korea to curb its nuclear and missile programs, it is still important to show 
willingness to provide assistance to the people of North Korea, and that a new platform to restart 
dialogue could emerge from such efforts. 
 
From a Chinese perspective, the obstacle to reengagement lies in the conditions for the 
resumption of dialogues. The Biden administration continues to reiterate that there are no 
preconditions to resuming talks with Pyongyang, while Pyongyang’s position can be summarized 
as “conditional resumption of talks.” A Chinese participant believed that North Korea would only 
reengage based on the conditions discussed in Hanoi prior to those talks failing—partial lifting of 
some UNSC sanctions for partial denuclearization of Yongbyon. US participants further noted 
that the Biden administration is willing to adjust sanctions if there are positive steps toward 
denuclearization by North Korea, and that this presented a new opportunity for some resumption 
of dialogue. However, North Korea remains unresponsive to offers from the US to “engage without 
preconditions,” or on the basis of the Singapore Summit declaration, as the Biden administration 
has offered. 
 
In the absence of near-term opportunities to restart dialogue on denuclearization, Russian 
participants argued that the only way to decrease tension and engage in negotiations on the 
nuclear and missile issues is a form of arms limitation, followed by arms reduction discussions. 
While North Korea should certainly halt further development of its nuclear and long-range missile 
capabilities, denuclearization should remain a long-term strategic goal for negotiations. However, 
some participants argued that it should not be a precondition to negotiations. 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
In the absence of progress, North Korea will continue to increase testing—certainly of missiles, 
submarines, and satellite launches—which will further divide the governments of the UN Security 
Council. In a situation where all parties see North Korea as unlikely to ever give up nuclear 
weapons that are essential to its security strategy, leverage is diminished to a new low. Major 
powers are not cooperating; and the only ideas from the US, ROK, and Japan are to “beef up 
deterrence,” “tighten up US alliances” and “enforce sanctions more rigorously.” What is needed 
now is for the five parties—US, China, Japan, ROK, and Russia—to coordinate on a potential 
response to a North Korean nuclear test. Even in the current fraught political environment, all 
participants agreed that the five parties adamantly opposed a nuclear test; and if such an event 
were to occur, it would require an international response. 
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