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9
Conclusion – After Singapore

The Trump-Kim summit in Singapore in June 2018 was more 
spectacle than substance; indeed, the summit itself was conceded 
on a Trump whim. On 8 March, a senior South Korean official just 
back from Pyongyang reported that Kim had requested an early 
meeting with President Trump. Trump agreed without consulting 
his staff and ordered its immediate announcement. Three months 
later, with some bumps on the road, it happened. Kim glad-handed 
and charmed the Singaporeans in a series of bilateral meetings and 
a late-night walkabout, while Trump tried to bring the summit 
forward to get it out of the way. In the end he didn’t ad lib and stuck 
to his part of the script.

After a symbolic handshake in front of a tableau of the two 
countries’ alternating flags, Trump and Kim met privately – with 
only interpreters – for 40 minutes, then brought in their respective 
teams of three for wider talks before a working lunch. The result 
was a statement less than 400 words long that promised US security 
guarantees in exchange for progress towards complete denucleari-
sation of the Peninsula, a new era of US–DPRK relations with a 
lasting and stable peace regime, a renewed search programme for the 
remains of Korea War missing-in-action soldiers in the DPRK, and 
the immediate repatriation of the remains already stored there.

At Trump’s press conference, he used Kim’s language to announce 
the suspension of the US–ROK joint military exercises – or, as he 
called them, ‘war games’ and ‘provocations’. It was subsequently 
hinted that this was the first of a series of moves agreed upon by the 
two leaders in their private meeting, with more to come: the North 
demonstrating progress through action and Washington looking to 
‘amend’ the armistice. 
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242 talking to north korea

As friends from the North of England might say, it was ‘summat 
and nothing’. Nevertheless, it was progress, in that it was at least a 
base on which to build, leaving the world in a far less critical and safer 
place than in the early months of the year. Yet, getting there turned 
out to be as exacting as expected, making clear that any step off the 
narrow diplomatic path Washington and Pyongyang are walking 
could land them, the Peninsula, and the rest of us back on the road 
to war. If this is to be avoided, Washington must curb its ambition.

The US overreached on the way to Singapore, with John Bolton, 
as Trump’s newly appointed national security advisor, demanding 
on Fox News that Pyongyang give up both its nuclear weapons 
and its civil nuclear-power programme, chemical and biological 
weapons, and long- and intermediate-range missiles and return the 
unaccounted-for abductees to Tokyo before the US would ease its 
‘maximum pressure’ at all. This set of ‘transitional demands’ went way 
beyond what Pyongyang was willing to offer or Kim was capable of 
delivering. It was a security shopping list for a conquered country 
– Bolton was treating the North as if it was Japan in August 1945. 
The final straw was his subsequent reference to ‘following the Libyan 
model’. It was so over the top that it looked more like an act of 
sabotage than a search for settlement. No surprise, then, that Pyong-
yang reacted with fury, having Kim Gye Gwan, the first vice foreign 
minister and former Six-Party Talks chief negotiator, respond angrily. 
He was subsequently echoed by high-flying vice foreign minister 
Choe Son Hui, who will play a central role in future negotiations.

The global community’s concerns about the North are embodied 
in the UNSC’s set of nine sanctions resolutions over the past twelve 
years.1 These focus on nuclear weapons and proliferation as well as 
human rights, with sideswipes at the North’s space programme and 
long-range missiles. Thus there is no justification for endangering a 
successful outcome by overextending the agenda. A sense of realism 
and proportion is required. In response to Kim, Trump switched the 
Singapore summit off, then back on again after a rhetorical retreat from 
Pyongyang. At this the US backed down on its demands, and Trump 
acknowledged that it would be a process and not a one-night stand.
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Washington’s key objectives are to halt and reverse the North’s 
nuclear weapons programme and its potential, to the point of 
complete, verifiable, and irreversible denuclearisation. If this process 
extends over years, Pyongyang may need to surrender or destroy 
its ICBMs and ICBM testing and manufacturing capacity early 
on – or at least place them under international lock and key in the 
interim. The counter-argument that the US needs to give precedence 
to nuclear weapons over missiles misses the crucial political point 
that the North will not go naked into the negotiating process. The 
counter that the North could then launch an attack without ICBMs 
(e.g., on ships) has long been true. The obvious question is: Why 
should it launch such an attack?

The reason for the extended period is not technical but political. 
Washington argues that North Korea could denuclearise within 
twelve months to two years if it is prepared to ship out the weapons’ 
nuclear engineers to disassemble them. Even if (and it’s a big if ) 
Kim was prepared to consider such an accelerated timetable, the 
menace for Pyongyang is that the US strips it of all its qualified 
scientists and engineers by offering them enhanced asylum at the 
end of the process. The obvious counter is to have the process carried 
out in the North, under international supervision. On the issue of 
verification inspections, the parties will likely to need to come to 
terms with the disparity between the politically acceptable level of 
intrusion and what is technically required. Pyongyang has signed up 
for a denuclearized Peninsula – but if it remains unlikely that we will 
see North Korean inspection teams checking the Yongsan Garrison 
in Seoul for nuclear materials, there is a limit on what can be done in 
the North. The North resists verification inspections by the IAEA, 
giving Washington preference over the world and thus avoiding 
the necessity of re-joining the NPT. It is unclear how sanguine the 
international community would be about another US venture into 
unilateralism, if this proves to be the final position. 

The US – and Pyongyang – both need to be clear on the content of 
the agenda. Addressing the UNSC concerns should be the minimum 
and maximum. Denuclearization and non-proliferation, long-range 
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244 talking to north korea

missiles, and human rights will just be a heavy load. It might be that 
the EU could take the lead on the last, as since 2014 Pyongyang 
has been offering to reopen the EU-DPRK human rights dialogue, 
which could be done in parallel with reviving the moribund political 
dialogue. The North’s focus, like China’s, would be on social and 
economic rights. 

In the past, to the detriment of earlier agreements, the North 
has considered its space programme to be separate from long-range 
missile development. Is it included here, as Washington wants, or 
can the US ultimately live with it, since putting satellites into orbit 
does not require re-entry technology? Should someone offer launch 
facilities for the North’s satellites? Past experience of negotiating 
with Pyongyang has shown that you only get what’s on the box.

Washington is also concerned that the North doesn’t become the 
proliferators’ Walmart. As we have seen, in the mid-2000s Pyong-
yang provided help to the nuclear programmes of Iran, Syria, and 
Burma. But if Pyongyang provides a full and complete inventory of 
its nuclear holdings relatively serious counter-proliferation oversight 
can bring the material aspects under control. This will not be simple. 
The Yongbyon complex alone has more than 200 buildings. Yet an 
early, even partial, declaration and inspections would be an impor-
tant signal of Kim’s commitment. More problematic are the North’s 
nuclear scientists, whom Pompeo suggested handling through mass 
extradition. A better answer could be retraining them to maintain 
a civil nuclear-power programme, as with many ‘orphaned’ nuclear 
scientists after the collapse and breakup of the Soviet Union.

Between Washington and Beijing

Pyongyang initially had two alternate gambits. The first was a bold, 
radical switch: to relinquishing its last lingering ties with Beijing and 
pivot to Washington. The Cold War play-off between China and 
the Soviet Union served Pyongyang well. Kim Jong Un’s aim was to 
replicate it with Washington. The idea was that the North becomes 
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an adjunct, a ward of the United States for a generation or maybe 
more. There were even hints of US bases. Rason is, after all, the 
most northerly ice-free port on the east coast of Asia. The lock on 
American good behaviour was Beijing: if Washington’s commitment 
slackened there was another suitor waiting in the wings.

Yet early exchanges between Pyongyang and Washington showed 
a lack of awareness of Kim’s embrace of the Palmerston doctrine: 
‘There are no eternal allies and no perpetual enemies’. Nor did 
Trump’s administration show any understanding of the North’s 
singular efforts to escape from China’s tutelage and entanglement. 
The more perceptive among them hinted that Kim could demon-
strate seriousness by abandoning Tehran, making commitments 
on human rights, or offering the complete inventory of nuclear 
materials mentioned above. It was just beyond imagination. When 
it became clear to Pyongyang that Trump was passing on the offer, 
Kim looked to Plan B: reluctant reconciliation with China. The 
Xi-Kim meetings, in Beijing in March and June, sandwiching Dalian 
in May, said it all. The North was now looking for an external partner 
to underpin its negotiations and police the process. The Singapore 
summit was a shocking success for Xi and Beijing. Though they had 
been concerned weeks earlier that North Korea was about to desert 
them, China went in the political revolving door after Trump and 
came out ahead. The optics of Kim arriving in an Air China plane 
were priceless.

The US radicals, in contrast, were looking to finesse the deal by 
working behind the scenes with Beijing to plot reunification of the 
Peninsula. There they had an even harder sell, flying hard in the face 
of north-east Asian realities. Beijing greatly prefers the status quo 
over any prospect of a united Korea allied to the US on its borders; 
Pyongyang, as has been said, sees early unification as nothing more 
or less than assimilation. As for South Korea, even if President Moon 
could be persuaded to renege on his promise of no forced unification, 
there is little enthusiasm amongst the population for bearing the 
costs that would inevitably follow. It would mean ‘only a 20% drop in 
living standards’, as one conference in Brussels was told – a prospect 
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246 talking to north korea

that generates more horror than enthusiasm in Seoul, especially 
amongst the young.

Part of the problem is that those at the top in the US are just 
not listening. They are misreading Pyongyang. Trump offered the 
prospect of McDonald’s, condos on the beach, and US-based mul-
tinationals taking over and running the economy, but what the 
North wants is normalization of relations, security guarantees, and 
release from Washington’s economic fetters to allow Kim to pursue 
his vision of an economy with ‘North Korean’ characteristics. They 
want to be strong, secure, and prosperous – closer to the economies 
of Vietnam and China, or even South Korea or Japan, with their 
state-owned enterprises, Chaebol, and Zaibatsu rather than US 
free-market capitalism. This is the industrial architecture of choice 
for economically vibrant, effective one-party states in Asia. Any 
serious US investment in the North will be more a concession from 

Figure 33  Cards and cigarettes on Pyongyang’s pavements.

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Sun, 26 May 2019 02:55:38 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 conclusion 247

Pyongyang than a reward from Washington. It’s more likely that 
the dysfunctional political system in Washington will self-harm 
and block investment by US companies by failing to lift domestic 
sanctions against the North until long after South Korea, China, and 
Germany are fully engaged.

Before Singapore, Washington talked about maintaining ‘maxi-
mum pressure’ on Pyongyang until final denuclearization. Afterward, 
the sentiment remained, even if the two magic words didn’t readily 
trip off the tongue. Never believe your own propaganda. Washington 
did. It’s true that the final rounds of sanctions were beginning to have 
an impact in the North by the end of 2017. There were food shortages 
in the north-east and electricity was in shorter supply than normal. 
But this was not what triggered the announcement that the nuclear 
deterrent was complete. It was the technological success of the 28 
November ICBM launch, which proved the North had the range 
to hit the whole of the mainland US, prompted Kim’s New Year’s 
address, and set in motion the diplomatic avalanche that followed.

Whether the cause was science or suffering, ‘maximum pressure’ 
was doomed after the announcement of the Singapore summit in 
March and Kim’s serial trips to see Xi. After the summit, it was well 
and truly buried. Beijing was the last in and first out, the final country 
to sign, implement, and enforce sanctions. It is aware of the dangers 
of Pyongyang slipping out of its orbit, and that some of those worst 
affected by the sanctions regime live and work on the Chinese side of 
the border. Strict enforcement went, while implementation became 
increasingly generous. Gone are the days when tens of thousands of 
emergency medical kits were held up because they contained a small 
pair of scissors. As of July 2018, there was a property boom in Jilin 
Province. Real estate prices on the border with the North boomed 
and, for the more adventurous, houses and apartments were available 
on the North Korean market. For Washington to attempt to retain 
its ‘maximum pressure’ policy is to be in denial, and to surrender to 
Beijing goodwill with Pyongyang for political correctness back home.

The UN sanctions were imposed notch by notch, with each 
screwing more tightly than the one before. Logically, that process 
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should be reverse-engineered as the North runs the tape of history 
backwards. For Pyongyang to get nothing until the tape finally 
unreels makes no sense, nor is it good politics by Washington. Kim 
is taking a bold risk, with tolerance rather than enthusiastic endorse-
ment from the military leadership. Failing to reward his efforts would 
threaten to undermine and weaken him. That’s clear from his spring 
appeal to the public to pay close attention to the guidance coming 
from the Party, and from his back-channel messages to Washington 
when Trump threatened to cancel the summit. Deferred gratification 
works least well for the cold and hungry. Beijing will be followed by 
Seoul in wanting to reward progress, and in doing so will serve their 
own interests. Washington should lead, not follow.

Where Can It All Go Wrong?

There are three principal dangers of this process. The first is ill will. 
Certainly, in Washington, there are those who – almost as an act 

Figure 34  Rason fish-processing workers loading refrigerated  
lorries bound for China.

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Sun, 26 May 2019 02:55:38 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 conclusion 249

of faith – believe no good can come of engagement. They refuse to 
recognise that Kim is a different man from his father. They believe 
it will not be possible to reach a deal and that if by some chance 
one is reached, Kim and Pyongyang will cheat. Others believe in 
principle that it is an obscenity to do a deal with a ruler like Kim 
Jong Un. There is no reason to believe that the other face of the same 
scepticism is not to be found in the North, if less public.

The second is gullibility. The classic example here is Muammar 
Gaddafi, who was in the end impaled by his credulity in trusting 
Washington and the West. No matter what’s been signed, sealed, 
and ratified, Pyongyang cannot be assured that the current or future 
US president will be capable of forbearance in the face of food riots, 
revolt, or rebellion in the streets of Kaesong. On the other side is 
Kim playing Trump for a fool, with no intention of delivering on 
his promise to denuclearise. If so, the US returns to the status quo 
ante. These are both real dangers, but they can be countered with 
commitment, investment, and belief. That requires ownership of 
the project and process by a mesh of individuals and institutions 
that tightly bind those involved, with mechanisms in place to prod 
progress forward and manage and settle disputes.

The third is the most perilous: ignorance of the intrinsically 
possible. This infects Washington and Pyongyang. Neither under-
stands the other. Unknowing and unaware of the art of the attainable, 
they will ask the impossible, demand the undeliverable, and seek the 
unfindable. Both need the self-awareness to appreciate that they are 
surrogate players in a game where getting it wrong means millions 
of people, on both sides of an arbitrary line drawn on the ground 
three-quarters of a century ago, lose and lose badly.

Where does the Peninsula go from here? The situation is still 
singularly dangerous. There is a long, complex, and arduous journey 
ahead. Heaven may be easier to attain than peace. All the options 
facing Washington take the world to hell in a handcart, save for 
diplomacy. The only difference is the pace of the march. The roads to 
war include a military strike, ‘regime change’ through covert action 
and subversion, and the imposition of an increasingly brutal sanctions 
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regime barely short of an economic blockade and trade embargo. In 
practice, this deadly trinity is a three-lane highway to armed combat.

Another War Is Possible

If the Peninsula goes back to the future of early 2018, there is also 
the prospect of another war, unforeseen in the West. Formally, the 
Sino-North Korean Mutual Aid and Cooperation Friendship Treaty 
commits China to come to the North’s aid if attacked. It was signed 
in 1961 and remains in force, with automatic twenty-year renewals, 
until 2021. However, Beijing made it clear in 2017 that this would 
not apply if Pyongyang was doing the attacking, nor if, in its opinion, 
Pyongyang had provoked the war. Conversely, Beijing doesn’t believe 
the US’s pledges that they will not deploy troops or establish bases 
north of the DMZ after any conflict; Washington reneged on such 
promises to Moscow regarding Central and Eastern Europe. Frankly, 
the US might have little option if insurrectionary and civil violence 
continued after such a conflict.

How can China resolve the contradiction? It doesn’t want to 
fight the US with North Korea and doesn’t want the US to attack 
Pyongyang. The answer: China could resolve the problem of the 
North itself. On the eve of destruction, China could jump the gun 
and intervene, all carefully stage-managed, with a senior North 
Korean general or party official beseeching Beijing to intervene to 
‘save the revolution’ (resonating with the language of the Chinese 
People’s Volunteers in the Korean War). The intention would be 
a quick and reasonably bloodless coup d’état, securing the country 
and the North’s stockpile of nuclear weapons, replacing Kim Jong 
Un with a befitting figurehead, putting in place a Beijing-compliant 
regime, and then rapidly withdrawing. This is possibly easier said 
than done. As early as autumn 2014, Kang Suk Ju, then international 
secretary of the WPK, said that Pyongyang would fight China if 
necessary. The question is: If China intervenes, how will Washington 
– and Seoul – react?

In the North, as we have seen, the US and Japan are totally 
demonised. China, however grudgingly, is acknowledged as providing 
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assistance in the Korean War – even if its contributions are woefully 
pared down from reality. When the Victorious Fatherland Liberation 
War Museum re-opened in 2014, there were hundreds of Chinese 
veterans in attendance. While the Chinese leadership is criticised 
for its ‘betrayal’ of the North in recent years, the Chinese people, in 
particular the ethnic Koreans in the border provinces, go unremarked.

Beijing is sufficiently concerned about prospects for the Peninsula 
that it has conducted military-to-military coordination with 
Washington. Of the four bilateral dialogues Donald Trump kicked 
off in 2017 at Mar-a-Lago with President Xi – economics, law 
enforcement, people-to-people, and military-to-military – only the 
last is functioning, and it remains largely restricted to North Korea. 
There were press reports that a hotline has been established between 
China’s Northern Theatre Command in Shenyang and US forces 
in Seoul, though Beijing denies this. It could not deny the August 
2016 visit by the Marine Corps general Joe Dunford, chair of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, to General Song Puxuan, head of the Northern 
Theatre Command, to observe troop manoeuvres adjacent to the 
North’s border. The same is true of then–secretary of state Rex Till-
erson’s response to questions about the prospect of regime collapse in 
the North, as it was announced that China was preparing camps for 
the anticipated flood of refugees that would follow the outbreak of 
war. Tillerson referred to

conversations about . . . in the event that something happened – it 
could happen internal to North Korea; it might be nothing that 
we on the outside initiate – that if that unleashed some kind of 
instability, the most important thing to us would be securing those 
nuclear weapons they’ve already developed and ensuring that they 
– that nothing falls into the hands of people we would not want 
to have it. We’ve had conversations with the Chinese about how 
might that be done.2

The locations of the North’s nuclear sites favour China winning 
any race for arms – but it is less clear that Washington wouldn’t see 
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the North falling to Beijing as putting it in ‘the hands of people we 
would not want to have it’. The cure might just be seen as worse 
than the disease. After all, if successful, it would enormously enhance 
China’s status at the expense of the US – and make Trump look 
impotent in the bargain. Seoul would also be furious that the North 
was in limbo between suzerainty and colony, with even distant uni-
fication an illusion.

Therefore, it is difficult to imagine the White House standing 
aside. But how then could a US intervention keep from transform-
ing the nature of the war from conventional to nuclear? How could 
the two ‘liberators’ be kept apart in what would then be a race to 
seize political and military control over Pyongyang and its nuclear 
weapons sites, missile sites, and production facilities? Beijing would 
face fewer hurdles, politically and militarily, than Washington. The 
North’s demonisation of America and Americans would likely keep 
the KPA fighting to the death against the US, while the North’s 
massive forward deployment of forces just above the DMZ would 
slow the US advance, compared to that of the Chinese from the 
north, just through sheer weight of numbers.

Yet the success of any ‘smash and grab’ strike depends upon 
knowing where the weapons, missiles, and nuclear material are 
stored. After the fiasco of Iraq’s ‘weapons of mass destruction’, few 
believe the CIA has a definitive answer to that question, outside of 
the Yongbyon nuclear plant, the now-disabled nuclear test site close 
to the Chinese border, and the missile test and fabrication plants. 
That’s just not good enough.

The Prospects for a Settlement

A peace process is required if war is to be avoided, which means 
the two major protagonists must talk to each other. That started 
in March 2018, with secretary of state–designate Mike Pompeo 
travelling twice to Pyongyang, first secretly and then overtly. This 
culminated in the Singapore summit, which gave birth to the sparse 
joint statement signed by Trump and Kim. This low base is intended 
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as the foundation for a settlement, to be thrashed out subsequently. 
The size of the task is indicated by the JPCOA deal with Iran, which 
dedicated 110 pages to nuclear issues alone, in addition to hundreds 
of pages of annexes. Negotiating such a deal will take months, 
followed in close order by the final and most difficult phase – imple-
mentation. This will likely stretch a decade or more, and could fall 
apart at any time.

What shape would a settlement take that would assuage US 
concerns about nuclear proliferation and Pyongyang’s concerns 
about regime change, economic strangulation, and the need to 
generate development assistance while also mitigating the complete 
distrust between the two parties? Trust grows from actions rather 
than words. The deal would need to be front-end loaded with early 
wins but with a long tail. Even this must be carefully co-ordinated. 
Some of Pyongyang’s unilateral acts, such as the destruction of the 
nuclear test site, have generated as much suspicion as goodwill, with 
their limited transparency to technical experts. 

Of all the ‘deals’ done with Pyongyang, the Agreed Framework 
was the only one that worked. Some claim that its ultimate failure 
shows that no deal is possible. I argue that it shows that any deal 
that works must resemble it. The Agreed Framework halted Pyong-
yang’s nuclear programme for a short decade. What went wrong? It 
was a lack of ownership. Steven Bosworth, KEDO’s first director, 
commented, ‘The Agreed Framework was a political orphan within 
two weeks of its signature’. A new deal will need clear parentage, 
ownership, and a set of godparents invested in the birth. Its durability 
will only be as strong as its guarantors.

In 1973, the Sunningdale Agreement was signed in an attempt 
to end the armed struggle in Northern Ireland. It collapsed less 
than a year later. But the Good Friday Agreement, made a quarter 
of a century after that, closely shadowed Sunningdale. Seamus 
Mallon, deputy leader of Northern Ireland’s Social Democratic and 
Labour Party, forecast at the time that what would emerge from 
any successful talks would be ‘Sunningdale for slow learners’. With 
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respect to Pyongyang, it is likely that any future deal will be an 
‘Agreed Framework for slow learners’.

The North is not offering overnight denuclearisation. The last, 
best chance of that came and went in 2011. Today its bargaining 
position is much stronger. Then Washington was looking to buy out 
the prospect and potential of nuclear weapons. Now Pyongyang has 
a complete nuclear deterrent to sell, or so it claims. 

Whether that is entirely true is not proven. Testing a convention-
ally armed missile over the deep South Pacific would mean war. For 
the US, the best case is that the North remains in the grey zone in 
terms of capability: certainly able to crash a missile near Washington, 
but almost incapable of hitting the US capital with a nuclear weapon 
due to inadequate payload capacity, a lack of re-entry technology, and 
a primitive guidance system. Why wouldn’t the price be that much 
higher?

Kim’s unilateral suspension of the nuclear programme in his New 
Year’s address opened the floodgates to a cascade of diplomacy, from 
the Winter Olympics to a North-South Summit, a date with Trump, 
and forays to Beijing and Dalian to meet President Xi. For a country 
whose leaders have not travelled outside the close orbit of China, 
Russia, and Mongolia for 34 years, this was globetrotting.

Pyongyang has two minimum demands of the US and one of the 
wider world. From Washington it seeks promises to desist – don’t 
threaten; don’t undermine; don’t sanction, block, or interfere. These 
will be delivered through a cast-iron security guarantee – preferably 
verifiable and irreversible – granting legitimacy and respect; not 
impeding the easing or removal of UN and international sanctions; 
and lifting the veto on Pyongyang’s membership in the World Bank 
and international financial institutions. South Korea and the rest of 
the world will do the heavy financial lifting providing humanitarian, 
development assistance, and foreign investment.

En route to hard negotiations following a soft summit, Pyongyang 
is working harder, with the pre-summit moratorium on weapons 
testing, the destruction of the nuclear test site, the promise to 
dismember missile testing facilities, and renewed co-operation on 

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Sun, 26 May 2019 02:55:38 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 conclusion 255

the search for the remains of Korean War UNC soldiers missing in 
action. In exchange, Trump has agreed to suspend the joint military 
exercises.3 The next step, rationally, would be to take the Yongbyon 
nuclear reactor offline, thus limiting the amount of weapons-grade 
plutonium Pyongyang has at its disposal. Subsequently, North Korea 
should then re-join the NPT and allow IAEA inspections.

Here is the first problem: Pyongyang is chary of re-joining the 
NPT. It’s was all too intrusive last time around. They worry about 
two things: requests to visit prison camps and the sheer volume of 
visits that the IAEA would deem technically necessary for the IAEA 
to give Pyongyang a clean bill of health. For them, denuclearisa-
tion is purely a bilateral issue between Pyongyang and Washington 
– without interference even from Seoul. Inspections, when we finally 
get to that point, will be US-led and with a footprint and frequency 
that results from a political accommodation rather than technical 
necessity. Quite how the rest of the world will respond to such 
neglect of the normal channels is unclear.

Yet, while early gestures are crucial in setting tone, irreversible 
actions are the crucial test. Will the dismantling of Yongbyon mean 
the delivery of energy projects, interim energy supplies – electricity 
from South Korea – or a peace settlement? The global civil nuclear 
industry would be happy to fund and partner in the process; after the 
2011 Fukushima Daiichi disaster in Japan, one more nuclear accident 
and the civil nuclear industry is dead. One obvious option to bridge 
the energy gap would be to return to the promised LWRs of the 
Agreed Framework, matching with Pyongyang’s nuclear machismo 
and compressing the timeframe for delivery of a major project to ease 
the North’s energy deficiency, since the groundwork at the Kumho 
site near Sinpo is already virtually complete. It might be possible to 
mitigate Washington’s instinctive aversion by substituting for one of 
the two reactors with a renewable energy programme, including a 
serious element of utility-scale big energy. The obvious candidate is 
a major tidal-power scheme. The west coast of the Korean Peninsula 
has the high tidal range necessary for a scheme that, suitably designed, 
could provide twice the capacity of one LWR. With their experience 
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constructing the 8-kilometre West Sea Barrage between 1981 and 
1986, North Korea could do the bulk of the work in house, with only 
the largest turbines supplied from abroad.

While the overall shape of a settlement depends on Washington 
and Pyongyang, the delivery process and denouement require a wider 
set of players as guarantors, donors, or both. The reason for that is 
twofold: bolstering the political load and paying the bill. The North 
needs a massive shot of resources to kick-start its economy but is all 
too well aware that Washington will barely be a provider at all, let 
alone the sole provider. If the precedent of the Agreed Framework 
is anything to go by, Washington may only chip in small change. Yet 
any acceptable settlement will require substantial assistance in solving 
the problem of energy insufficiency, which is far worse than it was 
in 1994. This requires considerable financial resources. The initial 
cost estimate for the two LWRs to fulfil the Agreed Framework 
promise was $4.5 billion (€3.9 billion). This had risen significantly 
by the time the project was effectively abandoned in 2002, creating a 
funding gap that was never filled.

The White House acknowledges the need for donors. As they 
put it, the US will have saved the world from the dangers of a 
nuclear-armed North Korea and the world needs to pay its share 
of the costs. That bill will be at least two or three times higher than 
in 1994. Donald Trump will never accept the US contributing real 
money to such a project. Neither will Congress. Seoul expects to 
cover up to 70 per cent of the overall costs, but will require partners. 
Beijing could chip in with a branch of its Belt and Road Initiative 
(which could even connect the South), and Moscow can serve its own 
interests. Moon Jae-in’s ‘New Northern Policy’, aimed at economic 
cooperation with countries to the north, and Putin’s ‘New Eastern 
Policy’, to develop Russia’s far east, fit like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, 
with new railways, roads, and pipelines spanning the North.

Second is the need for guarantors and policing. Almost from the 
minute the Agreed Framework was signed, some in Washington 
attempted to expand its terms. This predilection remains. Trump’s 
rejection of the JCPOA deal with Iran means that no unilateral 
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guarantee from Washington or letter from President Trump will 
serve. For Pyongyang, the final political deal will need buttressing 
and reinforcement by as big and influential a multilateral group as 
possible, to relieve the risk of future unilateral action by the US. The 
Security Council would be ideal.

The same is true for reaching a peace settlement to replace the 
1953 armistice. This must come first. Kim’s confidence-building 
measures have focused on hardware. Washington cannot respond in 
kind, but it can move politically. The armistice was signed by the UN 
Command, on the one side, and the KPA and CPV on the other. 
Syngman Rhee refused; he wanted Washington to fight on till final 
victory. The armistice is a political nightmare and a lawyer’s dream: 
the only thing the UN Command shares with the UN is a set of 
initials. For those running the show, it is an entirely independent 
franchise.

In January 2018, as we saw, the US called a conference in 
Vancouver to assemble a ‘coalition of the willing’, ready to return to 
the battlefield. Now the talk is of a settlement. It is in the North’s 
interest to make the settlement as sturdy as possible and the process 
multilateral – to widen the circle, and not just to Seoul. The North 
seemed to realise that when it rejected a trilateral declaration at the 
Singapore summit. This widening could start by bringing in China 
alongside South Korea. A US–ROK–DPRK–China declaration at 
the UN that ‘the war is over’ would be one device. Alternately, the 
circle could be widened further by revisiting and tweaking the format 
of the 1954 Geneva talks, where the Soviet Union, France, and the 
United Kingdom were added to the attempt to resolve stand-offs in 
Vietnam and the Korean Peninsula. The EU could substitute for the 
latter two. The attraction here is that Moscow is in and Tokyo out. 
Even Beijing seems to have finally woken up to the pernicious role 
of Abe’s Tokyo and now rarely suggests the Six-Party Talks format.

Despite worries, such a settlement would neither legitimise the 
North’s nuclear weapons nor invalidate UN sanctions. The danger is 
for Pyongyang to allow Washington to try to turn settlement into a 
formal peace treaty. Such a treaty would require ratification by the US 
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Congress, which is not to be trusted on such an issue. The settlement 
would be held hostage, on the one side, to Democratic Party legisla-
tors who want to frustrate Trump and his domestic agenda and, on 
the other side, to Republicans and some Democrats who have legis-
latively tied improving relations with the North to denuclearisation 
and human rights concerns. However, when the required agreement 
is produced, it will be more robust and resilient and give Pyongyang 
more confidence if it is sanctioned by the Security Council rather 
than marooned in the US Senate.

Pompeo’s July visit to Pyongyang illustrated quite how thwart the 
process will be. He got his opposite number – who was, as expected, 
Kim Yong Chol – but that was about it. The two sides were totally at 
odds and had cross-purposes. Pyongyang was expecting news on the 
delivery of what was agreed in the Singapore Declaration, namely, 
a statement that the war is over. This was supposed to be the first 
stage of a three-stage process, which would be followed by a peace 
settlement and the subsequent withdrawal of US troops. It was also 
supposed to be the first step towards putting in place the promised 
security guarantees for the North.

Instead Pompeo was the demander, with a shopping list that 
included the requirement of a full disclosure and inventory of the 
North’s nuclear holdings, inspections, and CVID, or ‘complete, 
verifiable, irreversible’ denuclearisation – whose very initials are 
an anathema to Pyongyang – and inspections. It was this cavalier 
approach that people such as Vice Chairman Ri Su Yong saw as 
‘gangsterism’. ‘How can Washington imagine we can contemplate 
allowing inspections when we are still at war! We still trust Trump’s 
promises but his adjutants are reverting back to their old ways’. 
Warnings that if Pompeo is pushed out of the game they get Bolton 
seemingly fell on deaf ears. Subsequent visits to Brussels and the UN 
found him very despondent.

Trump subsequently tweeted that there was no time limit on 
denuclearisation, but failed to answer what happens on sanctions. 
The UN’s stack of sanctions resolutions promises relief as progress 
is made towards denuclearisation, not enduring in perpetuity to the 
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end. Pyongyang is adding that to its list of complaints – it has frozen 
tests and dismantled and destroyed facilities and what have the 
Americans ever done for it? An easily reversible moratorium on joint 
military exercises and the forward march of peace halted. Recurring 
summits may be required to maintain momentum. The Kim-Trump 
show may become a series.

A decade ago – after Iraq – my political preference for the North 
was ‘changing the regime’ over ‘regime change’. Ten years later, 
with the Libyan experience in the interim and seeing Pyongyang’s 
changing face, I have no reason to question that judgement. I hope, 
for the sake of the people on the Peninsula, that at the end of another 
decade all of us end up on the right side of that future.
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