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7
The Nuclear Factor

North Korea has the world’s fifth-largest army, and it is the backbone 
of the state, consuming around 25 per cent of GDP, with 1.2 million 
troops in uniform, 7 million in reserve, and 100,000 Special Forces 
designed to operate behind enemy lines during wartime. The DPRK 
is still technically at war with the world’s largest military superpower, 
which means that the ability to ensure regime survival is a constant 
pre-occupation. Without the shelter of the twin nuclear umbrellas of 
Moscow and Beijing, North Korea was labelled by George W. Bush 
as a ‘rogue state’, ‘outpost of tyranny’, and founding member of the 
‘axis of evil’ and incurred Donald Trump’s threats of ‘fire and fury’ 
early in his presidency.

The North’s determination to complement its conventional 
military forces with a nuclear deterrent is a direct consequence of 
the US and UK’s ferocious interventionism. Despite its enormous 
comparative expenditure, the military budget is a minnow: just under 
2 per cent of the combined military spending of the US, Japan, and 
South Korea, and falling further behind every year. Seoul spends more 
on its military than Pyongyang’s total GDP and is one of the world’s 
top arms purchasers. Pyongyang’s paranoia doesn’t mean someone’s 
not out to get them. As one senior Party figure in Pyongyang said, 
‘The lesson of Iraq, Libya, and Syria shows that the real problem 
was not that they had weapons of mass destruction but that they 
did not have them’. This has been burnt deep into Pyongyang’s 
psyche. After Gaddafi gave up his primitive nuclear programme in 
December 2003, North Korea was urged to follow Libya’s example. 
But the North saw the upshot all too graphically, live on global TV, 
with Gaddafi’s brutal rape and murder barely a month before Kim 
Jong Un took over. Pyongyang’s leadership is in no mood to commit 
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180 talking to north korea

suicide. Completing their nuclear deterrent provided a guarantee 
against future US-inspired attempts at regime change.

On top of this, the protection offered by a nuclear deterrent was 
seen as the key to unlocking economic growth. As long as North 
Korea remained vulnerable to outside intervention, it saw no alter-
native to maintaining its million-man army and spending a quarter 
of its GDP on defence. Once it has its own nuclear deterrent, 
Pyongyang could relax its desperate efforts to stop being lapped 
by Seoul, Washington, and Tokyo in a conventional arms race it is 
all too aware it can never win. Resources and labour can then be 
shifted out of the military and into the civilian economy. Weapons 
of mass destruction are a necessary, if not sufficient, condition for 
kick-starting the North’s economy.

Washington’s response was and is deploying, in conjunction with 
Tokyo and Seoul, theatre missile defence (TMD) and, more spe-
cifically, theatre high-altitude area defence (THAAD) arrays. The 
very names come close to a contradiction in terms: ‘missile defence’ 
is as much offensive as defensive. It enhances Washington’s ability 
to launch a preventive or pre-emptive strike against the North and 
to defend South Korea, Japan, and itself against any odd missile the 
attack might have missed.

In a first strike from Pyongyang, the South’s missile defence and 
THAAD, with its limited deployment, would be hard pressed not 
to be overwhelmed, even by a North with only limited numbers of 
nuclear weapons. The North could ‘haystack’ a light mix of nuclear 
and conventional warheads and challenge THAAD’s algorithms 
to distinguish between them. Furthermore, the real figures for the 
effectiveness of some US missile-defence systems are criminally 
lower than advertised. The Patriot missile system misses an order of 
magnitude more than the incoming missiles it hits.1

Particularly after Trump’s inauguration in January 2017, 
Washington orchestrated maximum pressure on the North via the 
UN and the sanctions regime to try to force it to abandon both its 
nuclear and missile programmes. Pyongyang’s response was that, 
despite its sustained efforts to the contrary between 1994 and 2002, 
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the continued ‘US hostile policy towards the DPRK’ left it no option 
but to continue development.2 So who is a threat to whom?

Military Perception

That North Korea is a military regime on a semi-permanent war 
footing should hardly be a surprise. After all, it is still technically 
at war with the US and the rest of the UN Command countries. 
The military, now under the command of Kim Jong Un, has been at 
the core of North Korean society since the start of the civil war in 
1950. In a country with a population of 22.3 million, it comprises 
the entire male population between the ages of 17 and 50 (including 
reserves).

But turn the telescope round. North Korea is no match for the 
military might of the US, with 2.25 million personnel (including 
reserves) and a budget in 2015 of $598.5 billion (€476 billion) – 3.8 
per cent of its GDP and 54 per cent of the federal discretionary 
budget. The US military budget accounts for 37 per cent of world 
spending – in a country with 4.4 per cent of world population – and 
it’s the world’s biggest arms exporter, with 31 per cent of its arms sales 
going to 94 countries or entities. The US military is also the most 
technically advanced, with multibillion-dollar research programmes 
maintaining a technological cutting-edge. North Korea’s military 
budget may be close to a quarter of its GNP, but it is barely 2 per cent 
of that of the US, Japan, and South Korea combined. South Korea 
alone has a military budget close to five times larger than that of the 
North, with 625,000 highly trained military personnel, reinforced 
by 58,000 US troops based in the South and in Japan. Japan’s image, 
engendered by its imposed Peace Constitution, also belies the reality: 
Tokyo will spend $48 billion (€40 billion) in 2018 on its military, 
making it the world’s fifth-biggest spender. The analysts at Global-
Firepower, in their 2017 assessment of military power, put the US at 
number one, Japan at number seven, and the ROK at number twelve. 
North Korea comes in at number 23, behind Australia. North Korea’s 
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182 talking to north korea

military would be a serious obstacle to any invasion from the South, 
but its offensive threat as an invasion force is close to zero.

Pyongyang has long had the capacity to launch intermediate-range 
ballistic missiles capable of hitting mainland South Korea and much 
of Japan. It massively extended this footprint in 2017 as it tested a 
further series of intermediate-range missiles and ICBMs; as of the 
beginning of 2018, Pyongyang has the ability to hit the island of 
Guam and its US bases with intermediate-range missiles as well as 
the potential to strike anywhere in the mainland US with an ICBM. 
However, serious problems and deficiencies remain. As yet there is 
no proven marriage between vehicle and package. They have a bomb 
and they have an ICBM. Whether the missile even has the payload 
capacity to carry the warhead is still far from clear: they have not 
proved they can shrink to fit bomb to missile. What is certainly 
untested is the ability to put them together as a functioning unit.

There are four further qualitative and quantitative obstacles to 
be overcome before North Korea can be an existential threat to the 
United States: re-entry, defensive measures, targeting, and numbers. 
Taking the first of these, when a warhead re-enters the atmosphere, 
the air friction generates enormous heat. Unless the warhead is 
protected, it will be destroyed during this phase of its trajectory. 
South Korea’s Deputy Defence Minister announced in August 2017 
that it would take the North another year or two of continued testing 
before mastering the technology.3

Regarding defensive measures, to enhance the effectiveness and 
survivability of the missiles, Pyongyang needs to deploy multiple 
independently targetable re-entry vehicles (MIRVs) containing 
several warheads with different targets. These massively advantage 
the attacker over the defender and are made more effective by the 
addition of cheap decoys or diversionary warheads that threaten to 
overwhelm missile-defence shields. This consideration requires the 
North not only to miniaturise its nuclear weapons (which is an order 
of magnitude more difficult than producing a simple nuclear bomb) 
but also to enhance its missile payloads.
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As for targeting, Pyongyang’s most pressing need is for enhanced 
guidance systems for its missiles. As noted, currently the US 
estimates that there is only a 50 per cent chance that a missile would 
land within 80 kilometres of its intended target.4 On this basis there 
is currently no strategic targeting, just hopeful lobs in the direction 
of major conurbations.

All of this means that numbers are crucial. The North will need to 
produce a lot more missiles and warheads for quantity to overcome 
the lack of precision, and it will need to increase the yield of its 
weapons by further developing thermonuclear capacity. China, it 
should be said, was able to do this in the absence of testing, so a 
simple nuclear test freeze doesn’t solve this problem. 

The North’s announcement after its third ICBM test in late 
November that it had completed its programme – reiterated in Kim 
Jong Un’s New Year’s address – left the world to guess whether it was 
a bluff or a genuine indication that they have successfully concluded a 
viable weapon design that can be put into production to churn out 30 
to 85 warheads from the available plutonium. This put Washington 
in a quandary: global support for a preventive strike has evaporated, 
leaving the US the options of either malign neglect (or, as Trump 
prefers to call it, ‘maximum pressure’) or conceding an arms control 
dialogue with a ‘fellow’ nuclear state.

Nuclear weapons may not be the only weapon of mass destruc-
tion in Pyongyang’s armoury. The assassination of Kim Jong Nam, 
Kim Jong Un’s older half-brother, in Kuala Lumpur in February 
2017, using VX (a third-generation nerve agent), gave a hint of the 
North’s level of sophistication as regards chemical weapons. The US 
claims the North has a stockpile of 5,000-tonne chemical weapons 
pre-loaded into munitions and dispersed throughout the country. 
It claims to know of two chemical weapons factories, in Kanggye 
and Sakchu, respectively. Alongside Israel, Egypt, and South Sudan, 
North Korea is one of only four UN member states not to have 
ratified the Chemical Weapons Convention, which outlaws their use.

By contrast, Pyongyang acceded to the Biological Weapons 
Convention in 1987. A CIA assessment from 2002 states that
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Pyongyang’s resources include a rudimentary (by Western 
standards) bio-technical infrastructure that could support the 
production of infectious biological warfare agents and toxins 
such as anthrax, cholera, and plague. North Korea is believed to 
possess a munitions-production infrastructure that would allow it 
to weaponize biological warfare agents and may have biological 
weapons available for use.5

There is concern over the proliferation of weapons of mass destruc-
tion by Pyongyang. In the past, certainly, it exchanged expertise with 
Pakistan, but that was more of a case of Islamabad doing the prolif-
erating, with the notorious A.Q. Khan supplying Pyongyang with 
second-generation P-2 gas centrifuges in return for missile expertise. 
The North has sold missiles and missile technology in the past, to 
the tune of $3.5 billion (€2.9 billion) – to Iran, Pakistan, Syria, and 
Libya, amongst others.

As for future proliferation, Pyongyang has said it won’t happen. 
Few nation-states are willing to buy in the current circumstances; 
Pyongyang is well aware that while non-state actors would purchase 
for immediate use, the source would inevitably be traced by chemical 
signature, and retaliation would follow.

The final area of concern is cyber-warfare. The US and South 
Korea claim Pyongyang has 5,000 hackers, run as congregations, 
with denominations such as Hidden Cobra, Cyber Command, and 
the Lazarus Group. These are associated with, among other things, 
the attack on the Sony corporation over the film The Interview – a 
‘comedy’ about the assassination of Kim Jong Un – in 2014; and with 
the release of the WannaCry malware in May 2017 that infected 
almost a quarter of a million computers worldwide and badly hit 
the UK’s National Health Service computers.6 The perpetrators 
demanded payment in Bitcoin. Fortunately, a British security expert 
discovered found a ‘kill switch’ and stopped the attack. Security 
services in the US blamed Pyongyang. A leaked memo from the 
NSA claiming with ‘moderate confidence’ that it was linked to North 
Korea’s spy agency, the Reconnaissance General Bureau. Michael 
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Chertoff, the head of the Department of Homeland Security under 
George W. Bush, also claimed that the culprits were agents or allies 
of Pyongyang.

This US view was shared by London, with the UK’s National 
Cyber Security Centre concluding that a government-led North 
Korean hacking group known as Lazarus was behind the attacks. 
In a diplomatic demarche, the British Foreign and Commonwealth 
Office raised the issue with the North Korean ambassador to the 
UK, who vehemently denied any involvement in the attacks by the 
North. He reiterated what Pyongyang’s deputy ambassador to the 
UN, Kim In Ryong, had stated at a press conference: ‘Relating to 
the cyber-attack, linking to the DPRK, it is ridiculous. . . . Whenever 
something strange happens, it is the stereotype way of the United 
States and the hostile forces that kick off a noisy anti-DPRK cam-
paign deliberately linking with DPRK’.7

Is it a case of ‘give a dog a bad name’? Certainly there is no proof of 
who was behind the attacks, and the accusations are cut to fit political 
agendas. Why Pyongyang would want to attack the British National 
Health Service is unclear. The most probable scenario indicates a 
Chinese-speaking group recycling material from the 2014 attack on 
Sony Pictures. Even here, there is only circumstantial evidence of 
North Korean involvement. The uses of the hacked emails showed 
an awareness of US mores and sensitivities that most would have 
put well beyond Pyongyang. The linguistic analysis indicated the 
authors were fluent in Chinese and proficient in English, leading 
to the counterintuitive conclusion that it therefore must be North 
Korea. In the North itself, they avoid using Windows and its built-in 
‘backdoors’ in favour of their own operating system, Red Star Linux.8

It continues. The front-page headline of the 7 February 2018 
Japan Times was ‘N. Korea Tied to Coincheck Heist; Seoul Spy 
Agency’. The story started, ‘It’s a possibility that North Korea 
could be behind the theft,’ but then concluded that ‘there is no hard 
evidence North Koreans were behind the theft’, leaving the headline 
to damn Pyongyang for those who skim rather than read.
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In fact, the North Koreans are almost certainly more victims 
than perpetrators. After the US and Israeli governments’ Stuxnet 
malware operation – to compromise Iran’s nuclear programme by 
causing the gas centrifuges to malfunction and shatter – it is hardly 
surprising that Pyongyang was deeply suspicious when a series of its 
medium-range Musudan missiles exploded during testing or spun 
out of control immediately after launch. Up to 88 per cent failed, 
when the normal failure rate should be closer to 10 per cent.9 The 
North saw it as a combination of cyber-sabotage and ‘faulty parts’ 
being deliberately fed into the illicit supply chain by Washington. 
Total rewiring and new software solved the problem.

How Did We Get Here?

The origins of the North’s nuclear programme go back to July 1955, 
when a delegation from the North Korean Academy of Sciences was 
invited to Moscow for a conference on nuclear energy. The following 
year, Pyongyang and Moscow signed an agreement for a team of 
North Korean scientists to be trained at Dubna Nuclear Research 
Institute. In 1959 a further agreement was signed with Moscow, 
bookended by a first agreement with Beijing. After China’s nuclear 
test in 1964, Kim asked Mao for the bomb. Presumably Moscow had 
already said no. Mao made the decision unanimous. Kim’s ill-advised 
civil war had burnt deep.

Moscow made concessions. In the early 1960s Pyongyang estab-
lished a Nuclear Scientific Research Centre at Yongbyon, 100 
kilometres north-east of the capital, and in 1965 Moscow sold 
Pyongyang an IRT 2-megawatt pool-type research reactor, with 
Soviet scientists providing on-the-job training.

Kim received a second refusal from Mao in the early 1970s, just 
when Seoul started its own initial programme, although there is 
no evidence Pyongyang was aware of the South’s initiative. It was 
not until the late 1970s that the North was able to do the same. 
By 1980, with Soviet help, it had a 5-megawatt experimental 
graphite-moderated reactor under construction in Yongbyon. It 
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went critical in 1986. Not only was the reactor capable of producing 
weapons-grade plutonium, it also had the enormous advantage of a 
fuel cycle that required neither heavy water nor enriched uranium, 
using indigenously mined natural uranium. This made Pyongyang 
independent of outside resources once on stream. Alongside it they 
constructed a fuel-fabrication plant, a short-term spent-fuel storage 
facility, and a reprocessing facility to extract plutonium. It was the 
right choice. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the IRT reactor 
was moribund as fresh fuel supplies went undelivered.

By the early 1990s a 50-megawatt graphite-moderated reactor was 
close to completion in Yongbyon, while construction had just begun 
on a second 200-megawatt reactor nearby. Neither ever became 
operational; construction was frozen as part of the 1994 Agreed 
Framework. Both are derelict.

Both Russian intelligence and CIA believe that the world came 
closer to a nuclear war in 1994 than at any time since the 1962 
Cuban Missile Crisis. This began in 1992 when both – erroneously 
– informed their governments that the North had up to five nuclear 
weapons, made from diverting plutonium from its Yongbyon reactor. 
Because the reactor was built with Soviet assistance, Moscow pressed 
Pyongyang to adhere to the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) and to 
submit to IAEA inspections. Pyongyang finally signed the NPT in 
1992 and allowed the IAEA to conduct four rounds of ad hoc inspec-
tions between May and November. This confirmed the existence of 
a plutonium-extraction facility, although the North denied access to 
two sites where the inspectors believed plutonium reprocessing might 
be taking place. Any such inspections would have revealed whether 
plutonium had been diverted to a nuclear-weapons programme.

International pressure to open the sites for inspection grew. Under 
NPT rules, access could not be refused. In March 1993, Pyongyang 
announced it was withdrawing from the NPT. Not unreasonably, it 
used as its get-out clause Article 10(1) of the Treaty, which allows 
a state to withdraw after three months’ notice should ‘extraordinary 
events’ jeopardise its supreme national interests. Although the North 
was within its rights, it was the first and only time that any of the 
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191 state parties had ever invoked the article. This triggered a major 
crisis in Washington and Seoul, with claims that the withdrawal 
proved Pyongyang either already had or was about to obtain nuclear 
weapons. Yet this was massively overstated: as we have seen, it’s a 
long and winding road from weapons-grade material to weapons. 
Pyongyang wanted neither to be caught out diverting plutonium nor 
to allow IAEA inspectors to act as surrogate partners for US intel-
ligence.

Three months later, and the day before its withdrawal from NPT 
became definitive, North Korea stopped the clock in exchange for 
direct negotiation with the US. Resumed inspections in March 
1994, however, ran into immediate problems. Pyongyang wanted to 
be allowed unsupervised unloading of spent fuel rods, which would 
destroy evidence of earlier plutonium reprocessing. When the IAEA 
confirmed that spent fuel was being removed in May 1994, the crisis 
threatened to spiral out of control, with the Clinton administration 
threatening military action. Plans for preventive strikes on the North’s 
nuclear facilities were prepared and approved by President Clinton.10 
F-111 fighter-bombers based at Kadena Air Base in Okinawa were 
fuelled and ready to fly.

All par for the course, as Foreign Affairs notes:

In 1950, the Truman administration contemplated a preventive 
strike to keep the Soviet Union from acquiring nuclear weapons 
but decided that the resulting conflict would resemble World 
War II in scope and that containment and deterrence were better 
options. In the 1960s, the Kennedy administration feared that 
Chinese leader Mao Zedong was mentally unstable and proposed 
a joint strike against the nascent Chinese nuclear program to the 
Soviets. (Moscow rejected the idea.)11

Pyongyang responded to Clinton’s threats by threatening to turn 
Seoul into ‘a sea of fire’. In January 2005 I interviewed one of the 
key US players, Bill Perry, Clinton’s secretary of defence from 1994 
to 1997, who confirmed the air strikes were prepared and ready to go. 
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He then said, rather incredulously, that he ‘now’ believes Pyongyang 
felt genuinely threatened by the US. Apparently this had not crossed 
his mind a decade earlier, when the planes were warming up on the 
runways.

The cavalry arrived at the last minute. The situation was rescued 
by the maverick intervention of former president Jimmy Carter, 
who invited himself to Pyongyang at the height of the crisis.12 He 
spent hours with Kim Il Sung – Kim Jong Il refused to meet him 
– and negotiated an unauthorised deal involving direct US-DPRK 
talks and a compensation package. Announcing the deal on CNN, 
he forced Clinton’s hand, despite serious reservations in parts of the 
White House. (Carter tried to repeat his trick in October 2017. Both 
Trump and Pyongyang said no.)

The resulting negotiations in Geneva, from 23 September to 
21 October 1994, produced an Agreed Framework signed by both 
parties. This promised Pyongyang two proliferation-resistant 
1,000-megawatt light water reactors (LWRs) by 2003 in exchange 
for freezing its Yongbyon reactor and halting construction of its two 
new reactors. In the interim, before the LWRs were completed, the 
North would get 500,000 tonnes per annum of HFO to compensate 
for the shortfall in energy supplies. In reality, if they had ever gone 
online, the North’s rudimentary and aging electricity grid would 
have been unable to cope. Washington promised to lift the 40-year 
economic embargo and normalise relations. When the reactors were 
ready to come online, and not before, the North Koreans would 
permit the requested inspections to establish whether, and how 
much, plutonium had been diverted and allow the spent fuel rods, 
held in safe storage in the interim, to be shipped out of the country. 
It was a technological fix designed to resolve a political crisis.

Whether the US ever seriously contemplated delivering on its 
promised LWRs seems unlikely. Washington signed the Agreed 
Framework in bad faith as a way to buy time until North Korea 
collapsed. It was the next domino after the foundering of the Soviet 
empire in Central and Eastern Europe. If Pyongyang’s fall was 
running unfashionably late, the brakes could always be put on the 
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reactors’ construction. Ambassador Robert Gallucci, Clinton’s chief 
negotiator, certainly worked on the assumption that the US would 
never have to deliver. When asked privately at the time about the 
difficulties of delivering the LWRs, Gallucci assured questioners 
not to worry, since the North was disintegrating. He was far from 
alone. Similarly, declassified documents from the National Security 
Archives show a CIA panel of experts in 1997 predicting collapse 
within five years.13 They also noted that South Korea, which would 
step in and take over the North, would have conveniently at hand 
two concrete sheaths where nuclear reactors could be slotted in 
later.

Unfortunately for the US, the wish was father to the thought. 
North Korea weathered the crises of the 1990s. The North’s national 
‘Communism’ was not of the same brittle variety imposed by Moscow 
on Central and Eastern Europe, a Communism that crumbled the 
instant Gorbachev’s reforms in the Soviet Union kicked away the 
crutches that supported it. North Korea’s ideological superstruc-
ture, by contrast, was deeply rooted in Korean history, experience, 
and culture. Marxism-Leninism had mutated into a version of the 
Japanese emperor cult, with Kim Il Sung as philosopher-king. Unlike 
in Eastern Europe, there has been no internal surrender by the 
North Korean people. Washington failed to recognise the difference 
between the imposed regimes of the Soviet Empire in Europe and 
the indigenous character and historical continuities of Kim’s deeply 
heterodox Communism.

Whatever the intention, the US never delivered. Economic 
sanctions against North Korea were never lifted, nor did the 
promised normalisation of relations take place. In a neat sleight of 
hand, Washington, having chosen the menu, left others to pick up 
the bill. It contributed nothing save the cost of the HFO. Despite 
this, the operational arm of the Agreed Framework, tasked with 
building the two LWRs by 2003, was to be the KEDO, based in 
New York and run by Washington. Seoul was to be responsible for 
70 per cent of the cost, estimated to be $4.6 billion (€4.3 billion), 
with Japan strong-armed to put up the rest. Tomiichi Murayama 
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from the Japanese Socialist Party, the first left-wing prime minister 
in almost half a century, balked at going it alone with Seoul. He 
agreed to put up $1 billion (€950 million) if the EU would chip in to 
provide political cover. It did – under the auspices of the European 
Atomic Energy Community (EURATOM) – but only with a paltry 
$75 million (€71 million) over five years, while a rag, tag, and bobtail 
coalition of nine other states, including New Zealand, Uzbekistan, 
and Argentina, were meant to plug the $300 million (€283 million) 
funding gap. From the beginning, costs crept up, and while Seoul’s 
contribution went up in parallel with them, the other contributors’ 
payments were fixed. A funding gap yawned.

The North Koreans complained at the slow progress. As early as 
1996, KEDO was warning that the 2003 deadline for the completion 
of the LWRs might not be met because of financial difficulties. From 
the start there was a fraught relationship with Russia, which wanted 
to join on the same basis as Japan, but without paying. They argued 
that their earlier assistance on nuclear power to Pyongyang should 
be taken into account – the repentant thief seeking a reward for 
returning the swag. It wasn’t until 1999 that the turnkey contract for 
the reactors was signed with the Korean Electric Power Corporation 
(KEPCO) Consortium in the South. Concrete was finally poured 
in August 2001. Pyongyang, constantly frustrated at the stop-go 
pace of work, demanded compensation as early as April 2001.14 
Washington did not so much move the goalposts as the whole pitch 
when it demanded, first, a halt to the North’s missile programme and 
missile exports and, second, inspection rights to suspected under-
ground facilities. At the same time, the Republican Congress was 
proposing to substitute ‘clean-coal’ power stations for the LWRs in 
March 2001. The US finally threatened to disallow the delivery of 
key nuclear components until after the IAEA ‘completed’ its inspec-
tions, in contradiction to the initial agreement. KEDO was a dead 
project walking long before it’s final ‘murder’.

The US was a serial discoverer of secret nuclear programmes 
in the North. In the late 1990s, satellite reconnaissance identified 
an underground chamber near the village of Kumchangri, and 
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swiftly ‘identified’ it as an underground nuclear-weapons facility. 
Washington demanded inspection rights. Pyongyang finally agreed, 
granting a visit in return for 100,000 tonnes of potatoes.15 It was a 
political debacle. The supposed nuclear site turned out to be secure 
storage for holy artefacts, namely Kim Il Sung statues and other 
icons, during wartime.

Bush’s people were determined to find a secret North Korean 
nuclear-weapons programme. During the October 2002 meeting 
between James Kelly, US assistant secretary of state for East Asian–
Pacific affairs, and Kang Suk Ju, first vice foreign minister, Pyongyang 
was confronted with evidence that it had a uranium-enrichment 
programme and enough plutonium for at least two nuclear weapons. 
A furious Kang reportedly retorted, ‘Your President called us a 
member of the Axis of Evil. . . . Your troops are deployed on the 
Korean peninsula. . . . Of course we have a nuclear programme’.16 
This was taken as a confirmation of a secret highly enriched uranium 
(HEU) programme.

The reality was more ambiguous. Kang’s ‘confession’ was not on 
record, with neither tape nor transcript. The North Koreans angrily 
countered that the vice foreign minister had been misinterpreted, 
that what he said was that North Korea had the right to a programme 
– not that it had one.17 It was an interpreter’s nightmare, given that 
in the Korean language there is a subtle but crucial distinction – 
even for native Korean speakers – between ‘is entitled to have’ (kajige 
tui-o-itta) and ‘has come to have’ (kajige tui-otta). The US turned a 
deaf ear and suspended deliveries of HFO.18

This did not come as a surprise to Pyongyang, whose faith in 
the US’s commitment to the Agreed Framework had been sharply 
eroded when promised shipments failed to materialise on time in 
the coldest months of the year. This suspension was the final nail 
in the coffin. The promises had all come to nothing. North Korea 
had no alternative. While it is not clear whether it actually had the 
components of a nuclear weapon before the end of 2002, it now 
made a dash for the bomb.

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Sun, 26 May 2019 02:39:56 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 the nuclear factor 193

The North’s nuclear programme had been frozen for eight 
years at a total cost of $1.56 billion (€1.4 billion), a bargain even 
if Washington had paid – and it hadn’t. A combination of cock-up 
and conspiracy by the George W. Bush administration turned the 
heat back on. The North put the Yongbyon plant back online and 
completed its withdrawal from the NPT in January 2003. Citing 
once again that its ‘supreme national interests [were] jeopardised’, 
Pyongyang again had a point, given Bush’s new strategic doctrine of 
pre-emptive deterrence and the 1994 plans for a preventive strike.19 
Reopening the plant enabled them to reprocess 8,000 spent fuel rods 
and extract 45 kilograms of weapons-grade plutonium, enough for 
five or six nuclear weapons, and produce a further 5 kilograms of 
plutonium a year. On 10 February 2005, North Korea declared it had 
now become a nuclear-weapons state. Head of state Kim Young Nam 
insisted that the ‘nuclear deterrent force’ was purely for self-defence 
and there would be ‘no first use’ of nuclear weapons.

The US’s action and response showed all the tactical skill of 
General Custer at Little Big Horn. It turned North Korea into a 
nuclear power in barely two years. While North Korea denied it had 
a parallel HEU weapons programme, even if it did, it would have 
taken six to ten years to produce enough to make a bomb. Worse, 
uranium weapons are heavier and more difficult to mount on missiles 
than plutonium weapons. Thus Pyongyang was able to develop 
nuclear weapons that serve its purposes better and more quickly than 
if HFO deliveries had continued. The cost was not a factor either. At 
2002 oil prices, 500,000 tonnes of HFO cost less than $200 million 
(€184 million), six months’ running costs for an aircraft carrier.

North Korea acquired the blueprints for an HEU programme 
from the entrepreneurial efforts of Pakistan’s nuclear scientist A.Q. 
Khan, who sold his secrets to Libya, Syria, and Saudi Arabia as well 
as North Korea. Khan visited the North a total of 13 times. The only 
two states where Khan didn’t hawk his nuclear secrets seem to have 
been India and Israel. Pakistan almost certainly gave Pyongyang 
some – possibly up to 20 – of its P-2 high-speed centrifuges, as well 
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as warhead design and weapons-testing data from Pakistan’s own 
nuclear tests, in return for missiles and missile technology.20

An HEU programme requires highly specialised materials 
and components, plus a quantity and quality of electricity – 100 
to 200 megawatts – which requires a plant large enough to run a 
medium-sized city, and with a constant current. This is not a feature 
of the North’s normal electricity output, where lights constantly 
flicker even if they don’t actually go out. Any HEU facility would 
also require access roads; a large plant capable of holding a thousand 
centrifuges, arranged as a cascade, to produce enough fissile material 
for one to one and a half bombs a year; and to be near a railway siding. 
All would be difficult to hide or disguise from America’s eyes in the 
sky. In 2010, Siegfried Hecker, the former director of Los Alamos 
National Laboratory, was taken to Yongbyon and shown what he 
estimated was a 2,000-centrifuge array modelled on Pakistan’s P-2 
centrifuge.

The North certainly attempted earlier to obtain quantities of 
the special aluminium alloy necessary to construct the minimum 
of a thousand gas centrifuges. A shipment of 214 aluminium tubes 
destined for North Korea was intercepted in Hamburg, Germany, in 
April 2003.21

Yet the North’s experience of US backsliding provided good reasons 
in the late 1990s for them to seek uranium enrichment capability. 
LWRs, unlike Yongbyong’s reactor, are fuelled by enriched uranium, 
which would make the North dependent on Washington for future 
supplies of nuclear fuel. A capacity for low-level enrichment – to 10 
or 15 per cent rather than the 93 per cent needed for weapons-grade 
HEU – would have insulated the North’s LWRs from any future US 
embargo on fuel imports. It turned out Pyongyang was too trusting: 
while they thought that the US would be an unreliable long-term 
partner, they had believed it would at least deliver the LWRs. The 
HEU programme may well have been the driver for the later con-
struction of the experimental light water reactor at Yongbyon; its 
construction was first observed in 2010, but it was still not online in 
summer 2018.
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North Korea’s Nuclear Tests

North Korea carried out a first underground nuclear test on 9 
October 2006 in the mountains near Kimchaek in the north-east. 
The blast registered a 4.2 on the Richter scale, and radioactive xenon 
was subsequently detected in the atmosphere. It was a whimper 
rather than a bang, yielding a blast equivalent to only 1,000 tonnes 
of TNT, an eighth of that anticipated when the North gave Beijing 
a couple of hours’ early warning of the test. While it showed that the 
North had the material and the technology to build a nuclear device, 
it was a failure. Technically it was a ‘fizzle’, where poorly engineered 
components lead to an early core breakup and sharply reduced yield. 
If the two pieces of subcritical material are not fused fast enough, 
nuclear pre-detonation (fizzle) can occur, with a small explosion 
blowing the bulk of the nuclear material apart. This test holds the 
record as the smallest yield from any initial test ever.

It briefly looked as though that might be it when, in February 
2007, Pyongyang agreed to close its main nuclear reactor in exchange 
for $400 million (€310 million) in aid. In June 2008 it destroyed a 
water-cooling tower at Yongbyon, and Washington removed North 
Korea from its ‘terror-state’ list. The reconciliation was short-lived. 
By December, talks had broken down again after Pyongyang refused 
international inspectors access to nuclear facilities. North Korea’s 
second nuclear test in May 2009, with a yield of 5.4 kilo-tonnes, 
showed slow progress.

February 2012 saw the outlandish ‘Leap Day’ agreement, in which 
Pyongyang (on the face of it) renounced its whole missile programme 
for a paltry 240,000 tonnes of food aid. (More than a decade earlier, 
the US had delivered 100,000 tonnes of aid to inspect a hole in the 
ground.) After a bilateral US-DPRK round of meetings, both sides 
put out incongruent press statements as to what had been agreed. 
Neither appeared to have read what the other had said. Washington 
assumed that ‘no missile testing’ covered the North’s space programme, 
while Pyongyang believed satellite launches were not covered. Sure 
enough, the agreement collapsed into mutual name-calling within 
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less than three weeks, when Pyongyang announced a launch to 
celebrate Kim Il Sung’s centenary. During the launch, on 6 April 
2012, the Kwangmyŏngsŏng-3 exploded less than 90 seconds after 
lift-off, in front of hundreds of international observers. The US 
abrogated the deal.

A year later, Kim Jong Un oversaw his first, and the nation’s third, 
test, with a yield of 14 kilo-tonnes (the same order of magnitude 
as the US ‘Trinity’ test of July 1945). North Korea seemed to have 
finally arrived at the starting gate. The following year it claimed, but 
failed to demonstrate, the capacity to miniaturise nuclear weapons.

January 2016 saw a 10 kilo-tonne test, followed nine months later 
by another test with double the yield. All this was topped by a sixth 
test in September 2017, where the yield leapt a magnitude and more, 
to between 70 and 280 kilo-tonnes. It apparently exceeded even the 
North’s high expectations, damaging if not destroying the test site. 
Pyongyang claimed it as its first hydrogen-bomb test. More likely it 
was a boosted fission weapon, a kind of halfway bomb that allows 
high yields and small weapons.22 As of early 2018, it probably does 
have the capacity to launch intermediate-range missiles with nuclear 
warheads and the range to hit Guam’s Andersen Air Base, but not the 
targeting. Intermediate-range weapons don’t have the same problems 
with atmospheric re-entry as ICBMs.

A combination of ill will, bad faith, poor crisis-management, and 
incompetence by past US administrations has helped to produce a 
situation where Pyongyang has, to all intents and purposes, become 
the world’s ninth nuclear state: after the US, the UK, France, China, 
Russia, Israel, India, and Pakistan. Blackballed from the nuclear club 
for the moment, it is castigated as the source of nuclear proliferation. 
That point has power if you substitute cause for source, although the 
blame must be shared with Washington. If Seoul takes its own path 
to an independent nuclear deterrent, it will be closely shadowed by 
Tokyo – and both will be driven by the ramifications of Pyongyang 
possessing nuclear weapons.

Nevertheless, most global nuclear proliferation has been driven by 
one country and one man: A.Q. Khan and Pakistan, which, like India 
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and Israel, refuses to sign the NPT and which has actively engaged 
in proliferation, conducted by a nuclear establishment riddled with 
Islamic fundamentalist fellow travellers. Pakistan had a flourishing 
nuclear programme in the 1980s, when it was working hand in glove 
with Washington to undermine Afghanistan’s Communist regime 
and its Soviet support troops. But by the mid-1990s, the US’s love 
affair with Pakistan had cooled and Islamabad was in deep financial 
trouble. To keep up in the arms race with India, it traded Pyongyang 
nuclear know-how for missiles.

A connection should be made between the West’s collusion – in 
particular France – with Israel’s nuclear-weapons programme and 
the consequent imperative for Iran, a competing regional power, 
to follow suit. Apparently it is only a nuclear North Korea that 
threatens world peace, not a nuclear Israel (it went nuclear in 1966), 
India (1974) or Pakistan (1998). For Washington, some proliferators 
are more equal than others. Back in the 1960s the US even pondered 
encouraging India to develop nuclear weapons as a counter-weight 
to China’s bomb.

Yet, in a sense, this is no longer relevant. The United States is in 
denial, with its semantic, logic-chopping arguments about whether 
or not North Korea is a nuclear-weapons state. The fact is that it has 
failed to prevent Pyongyang acquiring nuclear weapons and missiles 
that can certainly reach Guam and the US mainland. The North 
no longer poses a non-proliferation problem; it poses a nuclear 
deterrence problem.

Missile Trade

North Korea’s ballistic missile technology owes debts to the former 
Soviet Union and China. In the early 1960s Moscow provided 
surface-to-air missiles and artillery rockets, along with engine 
and guidance designs. In the 1970s it was Soviet Scud-B missiles, 
further updated between 1985 and 1988. From this Pyongyang 
reverse-engineered the Hwasong-5 and Hwasong-6. China’s con-
tribution was surface-to-air missiles and anti-ship cruise missiles. 
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A joint Chinese-North Korean programme, East Wind 61, was 
initiated in 1975 to develop a 600-kilometre-range mobile ballistic 
missile. The programme was cancelled three years later. Despite its 
brevity, it provided North Korean engineers with training in missile 
development, engine design, and production processes.

The North subsequently refined these Soviet and Chinese designs 
with Soviet missile technology bought – illicitly in some cases – 
from Egypt, Iran, Libya, Pakistan, and Syria. The Nuclear Threat 
Initiative, a US think tank, claims that a number of Soviet Scud-B 
missiles were re-exported to the North from Egypt between 1976 
and 1981, while Pyongyang was pursuing a joint ballistic missile 
programme with Egypt.23 After the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
redundant and poorly paid Russian missile experts enticed to the 
North proved invaluable..

A quarter of a century later, the North has an impressive armoury. 
It includes hundreds of short-range missiles capable of hitting 
anywhere in mainland South Korea; Rodong medium-range missiles 
(up to 1,500 kilometres) carrying a payload of 700 kilograms and 
capable of striking most of Japan; and Hwasong-15 missiles, with a 
range enabling them to hit anywhere in the US, but possibly without 
the payload capacity to carry a nuclear weapon.

Pyongyang has been happy to share. Iran’s Shahab missiles and 
Pakistan’s Ghauri are both virtual clones of the Rodong, while 
Libya’s Al-Fatah missiles contained elements of Rodong technology. 
Pakistan’s Ghaznavi was a close copy of the Taepodong-1. Syria 
settled for the earlier Hwasong-6, which, with a range of 500 
kilometres, contains all the range it needs in its standoff with Israel. 
Yet there were teething problems. Early reliability and range were 
less than impressive. Iran and the United Arab Emirates, which 
purchased the missiles, were disappointed by the unreliability of 
the Hwasong-5. In the second phase of the Iran–Iraq War, during 
the ‘War of the Cities’ in 1988, Iran fired 77 of these missiles, and 
at least 10 to 15 per cent exploded on launch. North Korea’s early 
missiles were definitely second-rate, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. 
North Korea has been successfully exporting missile technology to 
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the world’s less fashionable regimes for decades. In all, $3.5 billion 
(€3.0 billion) worth of Hwasong and Rodong missiles were delivered 
to Iran, Pakistan, Syria, Libya, the United Arab Emirates, and Yemen 
– though none to Iraq.

The North’s arms exports began in the 1960s, as assistance in the 
form of military equipment, training, and local advisors to national 
liberation movements throughout the Third World. The full extent 
of North Korea’s involvement is very hard to establish, but scarce 
resources limited it to comparatively low-cost training and advice 
programmes. According to the US Library of Congress’s Country 
Reports, prior to 1990 Pyongyang provided military assistance and 
training to groups in 62 countries: 25 in Africa, 19 in Central and 
South America, 9 in Asia, 7 in the Middle East, and 2 in Europe. 
It also trained more than 5,000 foreign personnel in the North and 
dispatched more than 7,000 military advisers, primarily from the 
Reconnaissance Bureau, to 47 countries.24

In Asia, the main beneficiary, as we’ve seen, was Cambodia’s 
Norodom Sihanouk, for whom Kim Il Sung’s support had few limits. 
Strong political support was matched with material. At one point 
Kim offered troops to fight in Cambodia, which Sihanouk rejected, 
but he did take up the offer of a palace in Pyongyang – where he 
indulged his passion for film-making – and Korean bodyguards for 
life. He called Kim ‘my surest and most sincere friend and the most 
steadfast in my support’.25

In Africa during the 1970s, Kim provided support and some 
modest quantities of military equipment to Polisario in the Western 
Sahara, fighting for independence against Morocco, as well as to gov-
ernments or revolutionary groups in Angola, Benin, Burkina Faso, 
Congo, Ethiopia, Ghana, Madagascar, Mozambique, the Seychelles, 
Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia, and Zimbabwe. In the 1980s, North 
Korea equipped and trained the Zimbabwean Army’s Fifth Brigade 
for counterinsurgency and internal security duties. Pyongyang 
provided almost all of its equipment and about $18 million (€15.3 
million) worth of small arms and ammunition. The result was less 
than entirely successful. By 1986 the Zimbabwean government had 
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had the unit re-trained by British military instructors. North Korea 
provided Malta with an unspecified amount of arms, plus military 
training, for its forces in 1982. Officially a generous gesture to 
strengthen DPRK–Malta friendship and solidarity in the ‘common 
struggle against imperialism’, it was a backhand payment to a country 
whose GDP per capita was higher than its own, as a quid pro quo 
for Kim Jong Il’s yearlong residence there. John Sweeney’s dreadful 
North Korea Undercover claims that the Official Irish Republican 
Army (IRA) sent its armed wing for weapons training in the late 
1980s (more than 15 years after abandoning the armed struggle) and 
also makes claims about the Official IRA’s role, possibly alongside 
the Provisional IRA, in laundering the North’s counterfeit $100 
‘superbills’.26

In South and Central America during the 1970s, North Korea 
provided similar assistance to anti-government groups operating in 
Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Guatemala, Mexico, Nicaragua, 
Paraguay, Peru, and Venezuela. Documents seized during the US 
invasion of Grenada in 1983 revealed plans for Pyongyang to provide 
arms, ammunition, and two patrol boats. The North did provide 
Nicaragua’s Sandinista government with patrol boats and other 
unconfirmed assistance. Yet money talked louder than politics, and 
by April 1986 North Korea was selling small arms to the Peruvian 
government to help put down the previous recipients of its bounty – 
the Maoist guerrilla movement Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path).

Pyongyang is also suspected of being involved in military 
operations in the Middle East. There are reports that North Korean 
pilots flew Egyptian aircraft during the Yom Kippur War of October 
1973, and from 1979 as many as 100 North Korean pilots and air 
crew were in Libya training local pilots to fly Soviet aircraft. Pyong-
yang’s support for the Palestine Liberation Organisation started in 
the late 1970s and continued until the early 1990s.

By the early 1990s, North Korea was capable of supplying a much 
wider range of weapons. Although supporting leftist revolution-
ary movements remained a component of its military assistance, 
the political dimension was superseded – as in the earlier case of 
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Peru – by a demand for hard currency in the aftermath of the Soviet 
Union’s collapse. Military sales expanded to include missiles, tanks, 
and armoured vehicles; self-propelled and towed heavy field artillery; 
and naval vessels. North Korean weapons technology was – and is – 
far from state of the art, but its two advantages are cheapness and 
availability to those with no alternative source of supply. 

The Nuclear Threat Initiative claimed in 2011 that that some 
Libyan material handed over by Gaddafi had Korean markings.27 
Technicians from Pyongyang were certainly helping with the Syrian 
nuclear programme before the Israeli Air Force destroyed its partially 
completed nuclear reactor in September 2007. More interesting is the 
case of Myanmar. As mentioned previously, Pyongyang attempted to 
assassinate South Korea’s president, Chun Doo-hwan, in Rangoon 
in 1983, and relations between North Korean and Myanmar 
(then Burma) were consequently severed. Just over two decades 
later, relations were restored as the military dictator Than Shwe 
explored the prospect of going nuclear with help from Pyongyang. 
Opposition within the military and the slow pace of progress killed 
the programme.

The first Taepodong launch was as a platform to put the 
Kwangmyŏngsŏng satellite into orbit on 31 August 1998, at the tail 
end of Clinton’s second term. The rocket’s trajectory passed over 
Japan, but the third stage failed to ignite, scattering debris across 
the Pacific. (Tokyo stubbornly maintained, against all evidence to 
the contrary, that it had been a missile test rather than an abortive 
satellite launch.) This nevertheless demonstrated to the world, all too 
graphically, the DPRK’s rapid advance in missile technology, which 
had progressed at a rate no-one had anticipated. This successful 
development of a satellite launch vehicle put them well down the 
road to having the capacity to construct and launch an ICBM. As 
a consequence, Bill Perry headed a delegation to Pyongyang in 
May 1999 that came very close to a deal to buy out Pyongyang’s 
missile programme.28 Pyongyang was told that, if on top of freezing 
its nuclear ambitions, it abandoned the development of long-range 
missile technology, Washington would offer diplomatic ties and 
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trade. It was clear that there was precious little on offer that had not 
already been covered by the Agreed Framework, yet Pyongyang did 
not dismiss it out of hand.

Distracted by the run-up and preparations for the Kim Jong Il–
Kim Dae-jung summit in June 2000, the North didn’t respond to 
Washington until September 2000, when Marshal Jo Myong Rok 
delivered a letter to Clinton in the White House saying that the 
North was willing to negotiate away the ‘production, sale, and use of 
long-range ballistic missiles’. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright 
was sent hotfoot to Pyongyang to seal the deal, but events conspired 
against them. The deal’s death sentence came with Florida’s hanging 
chads, as George W. Bush lost the vote to John Kerry but gained the 
presidency. It was too late for Clinton to fly to Pyongyang, and the 
North knew there was no point dealing with a Republican adminis-
tration in waiting.

Two years later, John Bolton, then undersecretary of state for arms 
control, was able to record in his memoir that ‘September 11 pushed 
North Korea to the side, but by the year’s end I was able to move on 
to the offensive toward dismantling the failed Agreed Framework 
and its various manifestations’.29 The US military-industrial 
complex, seeking profits from Star Wars technologies, and robust 
neo-cons, who wanted to see an American empire enforce regime 
change, were delighted. Snatching defeat from the jaws of victory, 
the Bush administration deliberately destroyed the last best chance 
of stopping Pyongyang’s drive to develop a nuclear deterrent capable 
of hitting the US mainland. In the absence of a deal, Pyongyang 
continued to develop, deploy, and export its missiles and restarted its 
nuclear programme.

North Korea’s development and sales of missiles were all perfectly 
legal, even after the 1994 Agreed Framework, which included no 
provisions regarding missile testing, deployment, or sales. Pyongyang 
never signed any agreement restricting missile exports. Nor was it 
against international law. In December 2002, the US was forced to 
allow a North Korean–registered ship, the So San – intercepted in a 
joint US-Spanish operation in the Indian Ocean while it was heading 
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to Yemen carrying Rodong missiles – to continue into port when the 
Yemenis demanded delivery of the weapons they had bought and 
paid for. At that time, there was no provision of international law 
prohibiting the ship or the cargo.

This changed after Pyongyang’s July 2006 satellite launch and 
missile tests. UN Security Council Resolution 1695 of 15 July 2006 
interdicted all future missile sales from the North and authorised 
stop-and-search operations to intercept missile deliveries. The 
resolution prohibited UN member states from trading with North 
Korea in missile-related goods and technology.

It was the launch of the Taepodong series that created the 2006 
crisis, with Washington claiming the two-stage variant would have 
a range of 6,200 kilometres, sufficient to strike Hawaii and Alaska, 
together with a putative three-stage variant that could extend to the 
whole of the US mainland. 

The second satellite launch was provocatively timed for 4 July 
2006, Independence Day in the US (though it was already 5 July 
in Korea’s time zone). The North fired a phalanx of seven missiles, 
including the Taepodong-2, which crashed into the Sea of Japan 
after only 43 seconds. But the six simultaneous successful Rodong 
and Hwasong launches showed that Pyongyang’s technological 
capacity and reliability were continuing to grow rapidly. In financial 
and technological terms, these were the more important tests. August 
1998 had potential buyers observing Taepodong’s launch. The same 
was likely true on 4 July 2006. Yet the failed satellite launch was the 
excuse to widen the sanctions regime to indict the North’s missile 
programme.

However, the notion that Pyongyang makes any substantial con-
tribution to the world’s arms market is exaggerated. Its arms sales are 
a minute fraction of the global arms market, less than 0.4 per cent of 
annual US arms sales, and bring in less money than those renowned 
military powers Australia, Canada, and Sweden. The only rationale 
for declaring it a security threat is its claimed readiness to export to 
any willing buyer. North Korea’s customers are, by definition, those 
who are persona non grata at the US and Europe’s arms fairs. Its 
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arms sales certainly do contribute to exacerbating civil and regional 
conflicts, as well as assisting authoritarian governments to maintain 
their control. Yet the same could be said of the US and UK supplying 
Saudi Arabia’s surging demand for weapons – it spent $9.3 billion 
(€7.4 billion) in 2015 – in its promotion of the civil war in Yemen, 
threats to Qatar, and increasing regional tensions with Iran. In the 
context of the international arms market, Pyongyang is more an itch 
to scratch than a global threat.

Star Wars

The threat of the North’s missiles and nuclear weapons made for the 
perfect sales pitch for the US to sell TMD and THAAD to Japan 
and South Korea as part of its wider national missile defence (NMD) 
system.30 Ever since the 1998 satellite launch, Japan’s conservative 
politicians, particularly in the ruling Liberal Democratic Party, have 
painted Pyongyang as a threat to Japan’s security.

Article 9 of the Japanese constitution states: 

Aspiring sincerely to an international peace based on justice and 
order, the Japanese people forever renounce war as a sovereign 
right of the nation and the threat or use of force as means of 
settling international disputes.

In order to accomplish the aim of the preceding paragraph, 
land, sea, and air forces, as well as other war potential, will never 
be maintained. The right of belligerency of the state will not be 
recognised.31

Despite this, Tokyo has rapidly expanded its military capabilities, 
with Aegis cruisers at sea, airborne warning and control systems in 
the air, Patriot surface-to-air missiles, and THAAD on the ground. 
Patriot supposedly had a proven track record in the first Gulf War 
(even if recent research tells a different story32) and Japan already has 
24 operational missile-launch pads near urban centres and airbases. 
Yet the North’s real threat to Japan lies with its medium-range 
missiles rather than its ICBMs. These were first deployed back in 
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1993. There is absolutely no reason for the North to waste ICBMs 
on targets in Japan.

However, Pyongyang’s advancing long-range missile capacity and 
capability serve the purposes of both Japanese neo-cons and the US 
military-industrial complex. The former were seeking a credible 
threat to justify calling – and winning – the referendum required to 
remove Article 9 from the 1947 US-imposed constitution, which 
they rightly regard as a political obstacle to Japan becoming a 
‘normal’ country. For the latter, Pyongyang’s capability has resolved 
the dilemma that missile defence, on the grand scale, had become a 
solution in desperate search of a problem. The 1998 North Korean 
launch, which cost a few hundred million dollars, was the answer to 
its martial and material prayers. It provided the justification for a US 
missile-defence programme with a budget two hundred times larger 
than the North’s – and amounting to ten times North Korea’s annual 
GNP.

The Bush administration took office determined to push ahead 
with NMD, driven by military contractors and ideology. The idea, 
born during the Reagan presidency with the neo-con Heritage 
Foundation as midwife, was to erect over the United States an 
impenetrable shield of anti-ballistic missiles for immunity from 
the threat of the Soviet Union’s 1,500 ICBMs. The original motive 
vanished with the USSR. Few believe that a surrogate China – let 
alone Britain or France – will threaten the US with ICBMs. For 
Star Wars, NMD, and THAAD to have any rationale, the US needs 
an enemy that is a malignant state entity. It is just too difficult to 
justify deploying it against the Islamic State (ISIS), the Taliban, or 
Al Qaeda and their fellow travellers, whose weapons of choice are the 
terrorist bomb and the suicide attack.

Thus NMD was reborn to defend against the threat from North 
Korea – albeit a threat two orders of magnitude smaller. As a bonus, 
once deployed, TMD and THAAD would enable a preventive or 
pre-emptive strike against a nuclear North Korea with a limited 
number of nuclear-tipped missiles. Those not destroyed in the initial 
strike would be severely winnowed by missile-defence interceptions 
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– if not eliminated entirely – before they could hit Japan and its 
US bases.

The simple idea behind missile defence is rather more complex in 
practice, with success rates barely above 50 per cent – the US tests fail 
time and again. Nevertheless, the ultimate efficacy of the technology 
is an act of faith in Washington. Those sounding warnings about 
the technological absurdity of Star Wars were silenced. In 1995, the 
Republican Party, led by House speaker Newt Gingrich, abolished 
the highly respected Office of Technology Assessment (OTA), 
which had been responsible for the production of independent eval-
uations of complex scientific and technological issues for Congress. 
The OTA had offended neo-con Republicans by publishing some of 
the most damning and authoritative indictments of the technology 
behind Star Wars.33

Initial planning – which emphasised hitting speeding missiles in 
flight – switched in favour of boost-phase technologies, which strike 
immediately after launch, as the missiles are accelerating up out of the 
atmosphere, before they can deploy MIRVs. These enable multiple 
targets from single launches and virtually neutralise all but these 
launch-stage NMD technologies. Using multiple warheads, mixed 
with decoys that deploy separately once the missile is outside the 
atmosphere, complicates re-entry defence by an order of magnitude 
or more, way beyond any defence currently available or projected.

Early-stage missile defence is technologically simpler but 
countered by the risk of fatal mistakes, since there are only minutes 
– or seconds – in which to make the right call and act accordingly. 
The Pentagon, on a hair-trigger, will have three or four minutes at 
most to decide whether any future ICBM launch is a pre-emptive 
strike or a further test of developing technology, with a trajectory 
dictated as much by geophysics as politics and an indistinguishable 
electronic signature. Any error of judgement could well precipitate 
the very conflict NMD was intended to prevent.

Deploying TMD and, especially, THAAD in and around Japan 
and the Korean peninsula threatens to neutralise Beijing’s ICBMs 
and trigger a regional arms race. China, in its 2011 Defence White 
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Paper, reiterated its policy of ‘maintaining a minimum deterrent 
with a no-first-use pledge’.34 Whatever that ‘minimum’ represents 
will need to be sharply factored up to counter enhanced offensive 
and defensive deployments, and will force China to increase military 
spending to develop and deploy new additional ICBMs to restore the 
status quo ante. Beijing believes that Washington and Tokyo – not so 
much Seoul – view the TMD deployments as serving simultaneously 
as an offensive deployment against North Korea and a deterrent for 
China.

NMD defends neither against a ‘rogue state’ like North Korea nor 
against Russia or – if it adds new banks of ICBMs – China. If that is 
Washington’s intention, then it is the 21st-century tactical equivalent 
of the Maginot Line. The only purpose it serves well is to enable 
offensive action.

As noted above, as of early 2018, Pyongyang had short-range 
missiles capable of carrying plutonium-based nuclear weapons and 
almost certainly intermediate-range ballistic missiles that could carry 
the same weapons to anywhere on the Japanese archipelago. As for 
launch capability, the move in 2017 from liquid to solid fuel removed 
the umbilical link to a static launch site and sharply reduced prepa-
ration time with transporter erector launchers (TEL) that can launch 
rapidly in remote locations at night. The TELs were purchased from 
the Chinese Wanshan factory, ostensibly for lumber transport, and 
were converted into TELs with the addition of hydraulic gear and 
controls. To avoid destruction during launch, the TELs separate 
from an independent launch pad. The move to solid fuel also 
benefits Pyongyang’s early submarine-launch missile programme. 
At the same time, the possibility of Pyongyang using decoy aircraft 
or unconventional means, such as a cargo ship flying a false flag, to 
evade NMD should not be discounted.

Impact and Solutions

The North’s nuclear and missile programme is an entirely rational 
response to the situation in which it finds itself.35 Since Kim Jong 
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Un came to power, any remaining ambiguity about the seriousness of 
its intentions has been put to rest. Its nuclear deterrent is central to 
national defence and can only be eventually bargained away as part of 
a grand deal with Washington that guarantees the regime’s survival 
and is backed and buttressed by the global community. Until early 
2018, the last time Pyongyang had mentioned even the prospect of 
denuclearisation was 2010, when Kim Jong Il was still leader.

Pyongyang’s nuclear doctrine reflects weakness and an asymmetric 
balance of power. Mutually assured destruction was never a pos-
sibility. The best Pyongyang can hope to achieve is to deliver a 
handful of nuclear strikes against US cities in exchange for being 
wiped off the face of the earth. With little probability of much, if 
any, of its arsenal surviving a US first strike, it pursues a ‘Scorpion 
Policy’ of a punishment pre-emptive first strike. Use them or lose 
them. Pyongyang can make no distinction between military and 
civilian targets or between ‘counter-force’ (military) targets and 
‘counter-value’ (civilian, non-military) targets. This reflects its rudi-
mentary intermediate and long-range guidance technology, which 
makes precision strikes impossible. It also reflects the reality that 
many of the US bases on South Korea and Japan are embedded 
within civilian population centres, such as Yongsan Garrison in Seoul 
and Futenma Air Station in Okinawa.

Several factors make it impossible for Pyongyang to plan for a 
step-by-step escalation. These include the US’s refusal to rule out a 
nuclear first strike; the 2015 US-ROK Operations Plan 5015, which 
proposes pre-emption in response to a perceived threat of military 
action from the North; and November 2016’s joint military exercises 
between the US, ROK, and United Kingdom, Operation Invincible, 
training for the regime’s ‘decapitation’. Iraq, and the dropping of the 
‘Mother of All Bombs’ in Afghanistan in April 2017, made it clear 
that pre-emptive retaliation is the last throw. There is no possible 
victory. It’s hara-kiri by proxy.

Why is nuclear development in some countries, notably Iran and 
North Korea, perceived a threat to world peace, but not the equal 
dangers posed by Israel and Pakistan? The priority for North Korea 
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is regime survival. Nuclear deterrence certainly suits the millions 
who would die in a new war on the Peninsula or the hundreds of 
thousands who would probably perish after any forced economic 
collapse. The North wants a negotiated solution. US neo-cons want 
regime change.

To take the step of compensating Pyongyang in the short term for 
abandoning its export trade in missile technology and their nuclear 
programme would be no different, in principle, from the US paying 
the Taliban $40 million (€34 million) in June 2001 for limiting its 
opium production. It’s just a mite more expensive, but then, as we 
saw with the Agreed Framework, it will be someone else’s money. 
To provide, at the same time, assistance to establish new export 
industries based on the North’s mineral wealth as a substitute for 
weapons exports would make good sense. The EU and China should 
supply the political impetus to overcome US opposition, while 
South Korea, in its own best interests, and Japan (if it can resolve the 
abductees’ issue to public satisfaction) as a part of the settlement of 
the legacy of World War II, could provide the bulk of the financial 
resources required.

In terms of solutions to the nuclear crisis, the first point to stress is 
that the Six-Party Talks are dead. As Pyongyang says, ‘The talks are 
about stopping us from becoming a nuclear power, but we are already 
one – what’s to talk about?’ They are looking for new institutional 
structures that could serve as a framework for a renewed dialogue, 
and that would not include surrendering their nuclear deterrent as 
a pre-condition for negotiations. Pyongyang’s priority has been a 
bilateral dialogue with Washington alongside a concurrent dialogue 
with Seoul, all eventually topped off with a multilateral dialogue of 
donors and guarantors to allow a comprehensive plan to solve all the 
elements of the crisis.

Thus a window of opportunity came with Donald Trump’s initial 
acceptance of Kim Jong Un’s offer in March 2018 of an early summit. 
Yet the summit barely started the process. It merely laid a foundation 
on which to build. If the process fails, Washington will return to 
‘kinetic solutions’ – preventive military strikes to try to take out the 
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North’s nuclear facilities and decapitate the leadership. While Beijing 
(and France) are most concerned with further nuclear testing, logically 
the red line for Washington is evidence of Pyongyang getting close 
to developing a platform capable of marrying with a nuclear weapon 
that could hit US territory and has re-entry capabilities.

In Washington, some have argued the US should demonstrate 
intent early on by giving Pyongyang a ‘bloody nose’: for example, 
taking out a TEL vehicle after using THAAD or, more likely, Aegis 
systems, or ‘disappearing’ one of the North’s submarines. Its recent 
successful testing of solid-fuel rockets gives the North a quick and 
mobile capability not previously demonstrated. US concern has been 
amplified by claims that Pyongyang is making significant strides in 
advancing its missile-guidance technologies. The US will continue to 
attempt to disrupt the North’s programmes through the surreptitious 
supply of defective components and through cyber-warfare.

There is evidence that a ‘coalition of the willing’, some of which is 
a hangover from the Obama administration, may assemble. This is 
evidenced by the joint exercises in Japan and South Korea, together 
with a squadron of British Typhoon aircraft, in Operation Invincible 
in November 2016. There was also Operation Vambrace Warrior, 
where British, American and Japanese Special Forces launched a 
seaborne assault to ‘capture’ the moribund Trawsfynydd nuclear power 
station in Wales (interestingly, it has the same design as Yongbyon). 
December 2017 saw a Vancouver conference of UN Command 
member states, plus South Korea and Japan. In January 2018 the UK 
sent a military delegation to South Korea to co-ordinate evacuation 
plans with US commanders for the country’s 8,000 British residents 
if the Peninsula should edge towards war. Beijing has its own plans 
for a military intervention to ‘save the revolution’. Perhaps unsurpris-
ingly, given the US’s recent history of military interventions with no 
clear endgame or exit strategy, the civilians in the Trump administra-
tion are considerably more enthusiastic than the military at turning 
from dialogue to destruction.

EU involvement could ameliorate the situation as a global 
economic power, given Europe’s marginal involvement in the 
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Korean War. Nevertheless, Brussels – like Washington – fails to 
appreciate that the commitment to economic reform is becoming the 
primary obstacle to short-term de-nuclearisation of North Korea. 
For Pyongyang, a nuclear deterrent has been the necessary, if not 
sufficient, condition for economic renewal.

Relations with South Korea

In the 65 years after the end of the Korean War, the citizens of North 
and South Korea had little contact. There was effectively no contact 
at all until the late nineties. South Koreans are not allowed to travel 
to the North without explicit permission from the government. The 
South’s National Security Act made it illegal to praise or support the 
North. Sanctions ranged from imprisonment to death. This was not 
just rhetorical. In 1975, in the ‘People’s Revolutionary Party incident’, 
eight South Koreans were tried and executed. A subsequent tribunal 
in 2002 retrospectively concluded that they were almost certainly 
innocent and that their confessions had been tortured out of them.

There had been earlier attempts to talk, but the first real window 
of opportunity came after Kim Dae-jung, running for the fourth 
time, won the presidential election in 1997.36 With its Sunshine 
Policy, based on a pro-engagement, non-threatening approach, the 
incoming administration abandoned previous hard-line positions 
that tried to drive the North to collapse. The genesis of this new 
approach was his defeat in the 1992 election. Kim Dae-jung took 
a sabbatical from South Korean politics and went to Cambridge 
University to study the lessons of German reunification. His research 
gave him pause. West Germany had found East Germany difficult 
to absorb, to the extent that it threatened German economic and 
political stability. It had failed to fully appreciate exactly how dire 
was the state of the East German economy: the standard of living 
in the East, estimated to be 40 per cent of that of West Germany, 
turned out to be substantially lower.

Yet the situation on the Peninsula was far worse. Comparatively, 
the North was significantly bigger than the East. The standard of 
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living in North Korea was less than a tenth of that in the South – it’s 
closer to a fortieth in 2018 – with scarcely any industry or infra-
structure worth rescuing. And while the East Germans had some 
appreciation – and envy – of Western lifestyles and standards, North 
Koreans lived in a solipsist society and most knew of no alterna-
tive. The North’s economy shrivelled, the South’s boomed, and the 
estimated costs of a possible unification to South Korea clicked 
rapidly upwards, to a point where it would threaten to bankrupt Seoul. 
On the eve of the 21st century, with the South’s fragile democratic 
transition far from fully concluded, economic hazard was thus par-
alleled by political peril. Would the North’s convinced Communists 
want to play the democratic game, and would the South’s generals let 
them? Kim Dae-jung was forced to challenge the assumptions of the 
South’s political class, which had always favoured early unification. 
Pyongyang, Kim argued, needed to be buttressed, not demolished. 
Early unification was replaced by ‘one nation, two countries, two 
systems’.

Korean unification was part of the catechism on both sides of 
the 38th parallel, and Pyongyang was initially deeply suspicious and 
resentful. The two had been fighting to beat each other to the same 
goal for half a century – and now Seoul was walking away, saying it 
had lost interest? Surely it was a subtle subterfuge designed to make 
the North economically dependent, to facilitate later absorption. 
Yet, when Kim Dae-jung successfully lobbied Washington to ease 
sanctions, Pyongyang began to warm to the Sunshine Policy despite 
itself.37

On 15 June 2000, Kim Jong Il greeted Kim Dae-jung on the 
tarmac of Pyongyang’s Sunan International Airport. Images of the 
two leaders hugging were beamed around the globe, transforming 
perceptions of the North in Seoul. The summit appeared to be a 
resounding success, with a five-point Joint Declaration in which 
the two leaders acknowledged common grounds in their approach 
to unification, with pledges to work ‘independently’, to ‘promptly 
resolve humanitarian issues’, and to ‘consolidate mutual trust by 
promoting balanced development of the national economy’. All 
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would be delivered through ‘dialogue between relevant authorities’ 
and Kim Jong Il would pay a return visit to Seoul ‘at an appropriate 
time’.38

The Declaration produced results. By March 2004, there had been 
13 rounds of inter-Korean ministerial talks, a meeting of defence 
ministers, numerous economic talks, six rounds of talks on reuniting 
separated families, and an agreement that saw athletes from North 
and South entering Sydney’s Olympic Stadium during the opening 
ceremony as a single team under a single flag. Despite its domestic 
critics, the Sunshine Policy gave momentum to reconciliation, coop-
eration, and exchanges between South and North.39

Kim was succeeded as president by Roh Moo-hyun (in office from 
2003 to 2008), who shared his thinking. The South has a one-term 
limit for its presidency. Roh’s support base saw a sharp shift to the 
‘386 generation’: in their thirties, born in the sixties, and active in 
the democracy movement in the eighties. They gave him political 
space to be even more radical and he pushed rapprochement with the 
North harder, straining the South’s relationships with Washington 
and Tokyo. Despite the nuclear crisis, inter-Korean exchange and 
cooperation accelerated. Inter-Korean travel and trade soared. 
Regular governmental working-level meetings progressed projects 
such as the Kaesong Industrial Complex, reconnecting rail and roads, 
promoting Mount Kumgang tourism, and constructing a Centre for 
Separated Family Reunions.

But it was not to last. Bush’s deliberate demolition of the Agreed 
Framework and the ensuing fate of Iraq made Pyongyang increasingly 
nervous, to the point that security concerns trumped reconciliation. 
Roh Moo-hyun’s trip to Pyongyang and the Joint Peace Declara-
tion were the last hurrah of the Sunshine Policy. National Security 
Advisor Condoleezza Rice and Defense Secretary Robert Gates 
labelled Roh ‘anti-American’.40 (From their perspective, he was: one 
of the Wikileaks cables from Seoul reports him questioning how the 
‘US mistreated North Korea’.)

Roh gave way to the conservative Lee Myung-bak as president 
(2008 to 2013) and was hounded to breaking point; he committed 
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suicide in May 2009.41 After that, North-South relations went 
downhill all the way until 2017. In March 2010, the South Korean 
navy corvette Cheonan was torpedoed, killing 46 sailors. Lee 
responded by cutting all trade with the North, which responded by 
cutting contact with the South. In November 2010, when the South’s 
navy was engaged in live-firing exercises across the disputed NLL, 
the North used the ‘hotline’ to ask them to desist. When the South 
refused, the North shelled Yeonpyeong Island, one of the South’s 
fortress outliers deep inside North Korean maritime waters, killing 
two marines and two civilians. The South returned artillery fire.

The North’s subsequent nuclear tests prompted more and new 
US–ROK joint military exercises. Lee’s conservative successor was 
President Park Geun-hye (2013 to 2017), the daughter of former 
South Korean dictator Park Chung-hee (1963 to 1979). She 
responded to the Kwangmyŏngsŏng-4 satellite launch in February 
2016 by closing the Kaesong Industrial Complex, the last func-
tioning manifestation of North-South cooperation and a source of 
revenue for Pyongyang.

North Korea’s ICBM launches in July and November 2017 were 
not just ‘game-changing’ for Seoul, but rule-changing. Seoul is now 
in a much more dangerous world, threatened with a loss of control 
over its destiny as the US threatens to look first to its own interests. 
The contradictory and incoherent responses from Washington 
exacerbated the situation. The progressives around and supporting 
President Moon Jae-in were deeply worried as to what might happen 
in the absence of any settlement on the Peninsula.

Until now, the bedrock of the ROK’s security has been the solid 
axis of the Seoul-Washington military alliance. This effective part-
nership locked the two allies’ military resources together and gave 
Seoul a role, albeit subordinate, in decision-making. No US president 
since Carter has done other than provide unquestioning support 
to Seoul, serving as it does the US’s interests in East Asia. Since 
Trump’s election, the basis of this arrangement has been crumbling. 
There is a real danger that the ROK’s interests will be seen as increas-
ingly peripheral in Washington, as Pyongyang is seen as primarily 
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a challenge to US domestic security rather than in the context of 
the US’s interests in north-east Asia. There is no part of ‘making 
America great again’ that has the US threatened by a small Asian 
rogue state.

Moon Jae-in won a special election in May 2017, consequent 
upon the Constitutional Court ruling in March that ratified Park 
Geun-hye’s impeachment by the National Assembly. In the first 
months of his administration, he travelled to Washington to meet 
Trump and to Hamburg to meet the G20. He subsequently reported 
to his cabinet, ‘We are helpless’. Clearly this was not completely 
true, but he had a point. Trapped between the inexorable logics of 
Pyongyang and Washington, Moon wanted a third way. Special 
envoys toured the globe – save Pyongyang, much to the North’s ire 
– Tokyo, Beijing, Moscow, the Vatican. They went to Brussels in an 
attempt to understand and learn the lessons of the Iran nuclear deal 
and the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action ( JCPOA).

Every contact with the North had been cut, including back 
channels and secret links, after Lee Myung-bak’s election almost a 
decade before. When the South, shortly after Moon’s victory, returned 
a group of North Korean fishermen and their boat that had strayed 
into South Korean waters, they were forced to rely on megaphones to 
communicate with the North. None of the three telephone ‘hotlines’ 
were operating. The one on the east coast had been destroyed in a 
scrub fire, and the two on the west coast just rang unanswered.

Pyongyang argued that the South Korean government was 
talking but not listening. For the North, the priorities are security 
and economic engagement, not family reunions and participation in 
the Winter Olympics. In theory, Seoul is opposed to recognising the 
North as a nuclear-weapons state. Nevertheless, the basis of Moon’s 
position is more nuanced: ‘four nos’ (no hostile policies against the 
North, no intention to attack the North, no wish for regime change 
or collapse, no plan for artificial reunification). Yet the South’s 
military establishment was not necessarily on board, at best frustrat-
ing progress, at worst threatening to sabotage it.
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Seoul’s early proposal for a joint team for the PyeongChang 
Winter Olympics February/March 2018 had a problem: in the 
absence of winter-sports facilities, barely any North Korean athletes 
met Olympic standards. The North had not had a single athlete at 
the Games in Sochi, Russia, four years earlier. When Chang Ung, 
the North Korean member of the International Olympic Committee 
(IOC), visited Seoul in early summer 2017 with the North’s tae kwon 
do demonstration team, his initial response was to comment politely 
that the South was ‘naive’, ‘hopeless’, or both. Yet, in the end, political 
will and a complicit IOC solved the problem.

The breakthrough was the twin declaration and offer in Kim 
Jong Un’s New Year’s address. He announced that, with the North’s 
nuclear and missile programme complete, he was putting nuclear 
tests and ICBM launches in abeyance. He also offered to send a 
delegation of high-level officials and athletes, accompanied by a large 
contingent of pretty cheerleaders, to the Games. The IOC offered 
North Korea ‘wildcard’ spots for its athletes, and the South offered a 
joint North-South team for women’s ice hockey. Pyongyang offered 
joint training for the South’s skiers at its Masikryong resort.42

During the Cold War the US protected Berlin at the risk of a 
nuclear threat to New York, Los Angeles, and Washington. Until 
now the US’s nuclear umbrella over Seoul and Tokyo – threaten-
ing to obliterate Pyongyang in reparation for any attack on either or 
both – has not been at the expense of the US homeland. It is far from 
clear whether extended deterrence would be applied to north-east 
Asia were the fate of Washington or Chicago in the balance. Con-
sequently, in the short term, many in the US administration prefer 
to fight a war today ‘over there’ rather than tomorrow ‘over here’. A 
less trustworthy Washington needs to be hugged tighter. The result 
is that, while presidents Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun had the 
space to challenge Washington’s hegemonic thinking, this luxury 
is no longer available to Moon Jae-in. If he’s to retain any residual 
influence with the Trump administration, it is as loyal servant, not 
dissident. This poses a series of dilemmas for his administration. 
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Pyongyang will seek real security or economic benefits, preferably 
while creating tensions within the Seoul-Washington alliance.

The argument was that joint military exercises are legal, while 
the North’s nuclear and missile tests are in breach of international 
law. These exercises have been normalised since the sinking of the 
Cheonan and are now tied up by bureaucracy in Washington. Yet, in 
his press conference after the Singapore summit, Trump unilater-
ally announced a suspension of the joint military exercises, which he 
termed ‘war games’.

As for THAAD, the problems lie not with the first Array, but 
the rest to come. The initial THAAD deployment was designed by 
then-president Park to punish Beijing for failing to rein in Pyongyang. 
From a military perspective, it makes little sense. The prevailing 
military opinion is that to provide any realistic defence against ‘hay-
stacking’ (when one or two nuclear-tipped missiles are included in 
a bouquet of others, to be found like a needle in a haystack), five or 
six further arrays will be necessary. Seoul keeping a balance between 
Washington and Beijing will be extremely tricky, with the US taking 
pole position by default. In the current climate, with the military 
urging him on and further economic threat hanging over Moon’s 
head as the US gets tough on trade, coupled with Trump’s threat to 
renegotiate the Korea–US Free Trade Agreement, few believe Moon 
will be willing or able to say no. Worse, Seoul will be required to pay 
for its own subordination. 

In the longer term, Seoul wants to recover its autonomy. Moon 
will attempt to veto any military action against the North, although 
it’s impossible to imagine the South’s military standing aside when 
action starts. They face the same prospect on the basis of interven-
tions by other regional actors. Tokyo’s new defence minister, Tomomi 
Inada, has threatened to shoot down any future North Korean missile 
that flies over Japan, even though such an action could trigger war. 

Thus, there is growing recognition by politicians and the public 
in the South of the need for Seoul to develop its own independent 
nuclear deterrent. There will likely be a very strong negative reaction 
from Beijing – but if China is already ‘sanctioning’ the South for 
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THAAD decisions, there may be not much more it can do. Japan 
will go through the motions – although Abe may be secretly not too 
unhappy with a further nail in the coffin of Article 9 and an excuse 
down the line to follow suit.

For many in Seoul, the tightened sanctions regime moved sharply 
away from the former ‘carrot and stick’ approach, replacing ‘carrots’ 
with a virtual economic blockade of the North. If fully implemented 
– and here China is the key – these sanctions will over time not only 
have a major impact on the living standards of the North’s ‘middle 
class’ – the people who matter – but will trigger misery, hunger, and 
possibly famine in the north-eastern ‘rustbelt’ and other peripheral 
regions. There were reliable reports in November 2017 that around 
Chongjin the population was already living on little other than 
potatoes. In Pyongyang’s markets, sales of consumer goods have 
slumped, and those who can afford to are stockpiling non-perishable 
food at home.43

The success of the North’s Olympic excursion and the follow-up 
summit should not be taken as a prelude to Pyongyang allowing 
Seoul – and later Washington – to ‘cherry pick’ the easy options. 
Pyongyang wants two things from Seoul. First, it wants Moon to 
force Washington to engage meaningfully with the objective of 
finding a negotiated road map for peace. This mapping only began 
with the Trump–Kim Jong Un summit. Second, hard on this, it 
wants economic engagement over soft symbols of reconciliation, 
such as family reunions. It wants to reopen the Kaesong Industrial 
Complex (KIC) and the Mount Kumgang Tourist Zone. During the 
special election campaign Moon Jae-in, in light of ongoing protests 
from the small and medium enterprises adversely hit by the closure, 
promised to look at reopening the complex. North Korea needs the 
money and, whatever the formal position, any ‘breach’ of the strictest 
embargo on Pyongyang would not encourage officials and traders 
who are suffering collateral economic damage from the sanctions in 
China’s Jilin Province and in Russia’s border region Primorsky Krai 
to continue their sacrifices.
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