U.S.- ROK Relations
Is There Light at the End of the
Missile Tunnel?

By David Brown

he past three months have seen Washington and Seoul pursuing a full court press to

persuade North Korea to back away from apparent plans for atest of the Tagpodong Il

missile, which would increase tensions in Korea and destabilize the region. Fears of an
imminent test in July gave way to optimism that the September U.S.-DPRK taks in Berlin had
produced agreement on a “de facto moratorium” on testing. The coming weeks will show
whether that moratorium can be developed into something more concrete and lasting.
Meanwhile, South Korea's desire to develop its own 500 km range missile remains a possible
sore point, as do potentidly differing views on resolving the nava boundary dispute between the
North and South.

Focusing on the Missile I ssue

On July 3, the North-South Vice Minigerid taks in Bejing, which had been seen asa
hopeful sgn for North-South didogue, broke down with Pyongyang demanding that Seoul
gpologize for the losses inflicted during the navad clash south of the Northern Limit Line (NLL)
in June. With hopes of North-South dia ogue squel ched, the missile issue moved back to center
stage.

In late June and July, there was papable concern in Washington that Pyongyang was on
the verge of testing a Tagpodong |1 missle capable of reaching Alaska and possbly Hawaii.
The concern was reflected in lesks to the media in Tokyo, Seoul, and Washington. It was
fanned by repested assertions from Pyongyang of its “sovereign right” to conduct missile tests
and satdlite launches. A CIA report to Congress in September belatedly made public the
intelligence community’s concluson that Pyongyang was cgpable of testing a Tagpodong |l
missle a any time.

These concerns lead to a determined diplomatic effort to head off a test and to
encourage Pyongyang to respond positively to the offer of a more congtructive relationship that
former Secretary Perry had presented to Pyongyang in May. This diplomatic effort involved
both coordination of North Korea policy with Seoul and Tokyo, aswell as further contacts with

Pyongyang on the Perry proposals.

ROK President Kim Dae-jung's visit to Washington and Secretary Cohen's trip to
Seoul, both in July, were used to convey public unity while wrestling privately with how the alies
should respond if Pyongyang conducted ancther test. In addition to the bilatera consultations,
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the U.S-Korea-Japan Trilaterd Coordination and Oversight Group (TCOG) met twice.
Foreign Minigters Albright, Hong, and Komura met a the ASEAN Regiona Forum (ARF) in
Singapore, and President Clinton, President Kim, and Prime Minister Obuchi held atrilatera on
the margins of the Asa Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) meseting in Auckland. Thebasic
message was clear. The dlies offered Pyongyang more congructive relations and warned
North Korea not to conduct another Tagpodong missle test. However, the sgnds from Seoul,
Washington, and Tokyo about the consequences of a further test contained nuances of
difference, and it was not clear how the leadership in Pyongyang might interpret the somewhat
different sgnds.

The firg public hint of some flexibility in Pyongyang's postion came in an interview thet
Party Secretary Kim Yong Sun gave CNN in mid-August indicating that the missile issue might
be resolved through talks. However, the meaning of his remarks was clouded by a DPRK
Foreign Ministry statement that drew a disinction between missile tests, which could be
discussed, and North Kored s sovereign right to launch satellites.

A crucid round of taks was held in Berlin in September between U.S. negotiator
Ambassador Charles Kartman and DPRK Vice Foreign Miniger Kim Gye Gwan. When the
talks concluded on September 12, the two sides released a short statement saying they had
agreed to “preserve a postive amosphere’ in anticipation of further talks on missles and the
easng of U.S. economic sanctions. Subsequently, Presdent Clinton's Nationa Security
Advisor Samuel Berger announced that North Korea had agreed to “freeze’ its long-range
missile program during an extended period while talks continue. This produced a mood of relief
and even euphoria for some in Seoul and Washington who referred to the negotiating outcome
as an “agreement” and a*“ break through.”

On the understanding that Pyongyang was prepared to freeze its missle tests, Presdent
Clinton moved rapidly and announced on September 17 a very broad easing of economic
sanctions on North Korea-a move that had long been requested by Kim Dae-jung as part of
his “Sunshine Policy” of enhanced engagement with the North. A few days later, Pyongyang
mede itsfirst public reference to the Berlin talks when it issued a statement welcoming the easing
of sanctions but calling on the U.S. to do more. Subsequently, former U.S. Defense Secretary
William Perry, who returned to Asia for more consultations with dlies, said in Seoul that he
anticipated that within a few weeks Pyongyang would announce unilaterdly a moratorium on
missle testing. On September 24, the Foreign Ministry spokesman in Pyongyang stated that
North Korea would not test missles while talks with Washington continued. Administration
officias expected that negotiations will continue in the coming weeks with Vice Foreign Minister
Kim Gye Gwan and amore senior North Korean officia who is expected to vist Washington.

The public reaction in Seoul and Washington to these Sgns of possible progress on the
missile issue has been mixed. In Washington, consarvative critics of adminigtration policy have
agan charged that Pyongyang is being rewarded for threatening behavior. However, many
moderate voices in the Congress are willing to give the Adminigiration some time to demondirate
that its easing of sanctions will produce a hat of North Kored's missile program. Seoul has
officaly welcomed the Berlin undergtanding and a times daimed that Kim's Sunshine Policy
produced this progress. Outside government circles, the reaction in Seoul has been mixed and
concern has been expressed that once again the U.S. is monopoalizing talks with Pyongyang
while Seoul is Sddined.
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As if anticipating this criticiam, the Kim Adminidration had been engaged in a very
active diplomacy this quarter. In addition to Presdent Kim's vist to Washington, ROK-Japan
security bilaterds took placein Tokyo in July and the first joint exercises between the ROK and
Japanese navies were held in August. ROK Defense Minister Cho Sung-tae made the first ever
vigt to China in Augug, and Russian Defense Minister Surgeyev visited Seoul in September.
This diplomacy was intended in part to preempt potential charges that Seoul was agan
consgned to the Sddlines.

A Testing Moratorium, Why?

Adminigraion officids in Washington anticipate that negotiations with vigting North
Korean officids over the coming weeks will convert a “de facto” testing moratorium into a
forma North Korean commitment. To be acceptable in Washington, Tokyo, and Seoul, the
commitment will have to cover dl long-range missles and satdlite launches and address their
testing, development, and deployment. Whether and how that can be accomplished remains to
be seen. If it is what will account for Pyongyang's forgoing its “sovereign right” to test and
accepting limits on its missle prograns? Given the lack of access to Kim Jong Il and his
immediate advisors, the answer can only be guessed.

One school of thought is that North Korea has become addicted to the foreign
exchange and materid benefits it is recaiving through KEDO, food aid, the Kumgang mountain
tourism project, and other sources. Despite mixed signds from the dlies on how much of these
resources would be lost, Pyongyang may have concluded that the financid costs of further
testing would be subgtantia. With its economy il in dire draits, Pyongyang may not be willing
to risk logng these resources. Hence it is exploring what more it can obtain from agreeing to
defer or forgo further testing. Such thinking lies behind dams in Seoul that Kim's Sunshine
Policy can take some credit for the progressin Berlin.

Another view focuses on Pyongyang's security calculaions. It podts that Kim Jong 1l
has decided to explore whether more can be gained for North Korea's security through
negotiaions with Washington than through further missile tests. This would be consstent with
Kim's assumed drategy that normdizing raions with the U.S. is the key to improving North
Kored s bargaining pogtion vis-avis South Korea. It seems likdly that Pyongyang vaues the
lifting of sanctions primarily because they have been seen as a symbol of U.S. *“hodility”
towards North Korea, rather than because Pyongyang wishes to expand economic relations
with the U.S. In this view, Pyongyang prizes the lifting of sanctions because it is a step toward
improved relaions with Washington.

The degree of unity the alies digplayed and Washington's consstent advocacy of
Perry’s proposals were probably factors in Pyongyang's caculations. Clinton Adminigtration
officids say tha Pyongyang was surprised by the speed with which the decison to ease
sanctions was made and announced. As North Korea's missile test last year accelerated U.S.
and Japanese planning for theater missle defense, Beijing has a strong interest in North Korea's
postponing further missile tests. What influence Beijing may have exerted is unclear. Beijing's
decison to go forward with ROK Defense Minister Cho's vigt to Chinain the midst of intense
international concern over the missle issue probably raised questions in Pyongyang about
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whether Beijing could be counted on to support North Korea in a confrontation provoked by a
further missle tedt.

A moratorium is a sgnificant but reversble sep. A commitment to forego further testing
and deployment would be a much more serious decison involving mgor congdraints and costs
for Pyongyang. The North Korean military has devoted considerable effort and scarce financid
resources to developing these new capabiilities to deter what they perceive as Japanese and
American hodility. The erstwhile satdlite launch last year was trumpeted domegticdly as the
most sgnificant achievement under Kim Jong II’s leadership. Whether even a costly package of
economic benefits will be sufficient to judtify abandoning these mgor nationd priorities remains
to be seen.

Consequently, it is probable that the coming negotiations will see Pyongyang seeking
ways to preserve future testing options, such as exceptions for satdlite launches, testing systems
abroad (as they did with the Nodong), prolonging the moratorium without forma agreement, or
even a supervised teging regime. While these would not satisfy Washington, pursuing them
would be consgent with the North's past negotiating behavior and with the difficult decison
which acommitment not to test would involve.

Managing Other Bilateral | ssues

Despite differing priorities, Seoul and Washington have been remarkably successful in
pursuing mutualy consstent strategies toward North Korea.  Severd other issues have dso
required careful dliance management.

Foremost among these is South Korea' s desire to develop a 500 km range missle as a
deterrent againgt the intermediate range North Korean missile threat. President Kim raised this
issue, which had been smmering for severd months at the bureaucratic level, when he met
Presdent Clinton in Washington. While restrained in public, the U.S. government is troubled by
the regiond security and non-proliferation implications of a close aly deveoping weapons that
exceed the limits established for missile exports under the Missile Technology Control Regime
(MTCR). However, when Secretary Cohen visited Seoul in July, he committed the U.S. to
work with Korea toward a mutudly satisfactory solution. One round of taks was held in July
and another is expected in the near future. It appears that both sdes are seeking ways to
accommodate the other’ s concerns. However, no agreement has been reached.

Another source of grain has come from continuing North Korean pressure on the
Northern Limit Line (NLL) in the sea area west of the DMZ. After having been bested in a
nava battle in June, Pyongyang tried to use the Generd Officers Taks in Panmunjom to
demand that the U.S. agree to discussions on revising the NLL. Seoul and Washington
countered by saying the issue should be discussed between the North and South by
recondtituting the Military Commission cdled for in the North-South Basic Agreement of 1991.

Pyongyang refused that. Unable to get its way in Panmunjom, on September 2 Pyongyang
declared the NLL to be invalid, proclaimed its own verson of a sea boundary in tha area and
threatened that it would enforce its clamsin ways of its own choosing.
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Seoul and Washington have been united in warning the North not to violate the NLL
and in their procedura suggestions, but beneath the surface some differences exist. Washington
views the NLL, which was defined unilateraly by the UN sde, asa practicd, rather than legdly
binding, arrangement and beieves Pyongyang's demand to discuss it is reasonable.
Consequently, rather than fully supporting the ROK position on the NLL, the U.S. has stated
publicly that jurisdiction over this sea area is subject to dispute.  Also, while warning the North
not to use force to chdlenge the NLL, some U.S. officids have said privatdy that there are
arguments under international law for, as well as againg, the dternative sea boundary proposed
by Pyongyang. These differences have not become significant issues in part because the
procedura wrangling has blocked serious discussion of theissue.

Aswould be expected during a period of intense concern over the possibility of another
missle tedt, little progress has been made on the Korean Peninsula Energy Development
Organization's (KEDO) Light Water Reactor (LWR) project. The Korean Nationa Assembly
finaly completed authorizetion for the Korean financia contributions to the LWR project in
August. The negotiations of the prime contract between KEDO and the Korea Electric Power
Corporation (KEPCO), which have been under way for two years, have not been concluded.
Consequently, KEDO had to make a further extension of the preiminary work contract so that
preparatory work could continue. KEDO has expressed the hope that the prime contract can
be concluded in time for construction to begin by the end of the year.

On the economic front, a much hoped for bilatera investment treaty (BIT) proved too
difficult for the Clinton and Kim Adminigrations to conclude. When Kim met with Clinton in
July 1998, he dtated this would be a priority for his Adminigtration, and U.S. officids saw the
treaty negotiations as atest of Kim's new open door policies. After dl, the U.S. has wanted this
for years but aways encountered deep resistance from ROK economic officids to meet the
stringent U.S. standards for aBIT. A ded was expected to be announced during the July 1999
summit, but even though officids broke through many logjams during the year of negotiations, it
was the motion picture indugtries in both countries that scuttled the ded. The issue? South
Korea's screen quota requiring theaters to show a minimum number of Korean films. The
American Motion Ficture Association lobbied heartily againgt the pact, and the concerted
efforts of trade officids to phase out the quota system met with such afanfare of criticism that he
had to back off. Although the two countries may try again, it is safe to say that this was indeed
not a test of Kim's new policies but a demondration of how powerful interest groups can
successfully push narrow agendas in any democratic market economy.

Policy Implications

The Berlin talks and subsequent developments have eased tensions in Koreg, at least
temporarily. Whether and how the current pause in North Korean missile tets can be
transformed into a mutualy agreed moratorium will depend on developments over the coming
months. The expected negotiations will not be trouble free, even if they are ultimaidy
successful.

The missle tedting issue is, however, only one dement in the comprehensve package
that former Secretary Perry presented to North Korea. Other elements include adherence to the
Agreed Framework on the nuclear issue, reaching agreement on North Korea missile exports,
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the reduction of tensgons dong the DMZ, and North-South didogue. Perry’s proposas and
Kim Daejung’s engagement policy will continue to present North Korea with a basic choice
between fearful isolation and reform and opening.

The decision to postpone missile testing does not imply that North Korea is prepared to
open up. Nor has there been any other sgnificant indication that Kim Jong Il is pursuing reform.
Hence, there is il little prospect that North Koreais yet ready for reconciliation with the South
and integration with the rest of Asa.

Seoul and Washington's ability to pursue mutudly consstent polices and to coordinate

closely with Tokyo have been impressive. Thisintensfied pattern of consultations bodes well for
the difficult negotiations and other chalenges that lie ahead.

Chronology of U.S.-K orea Relations
July - September 1999

July 2,1999: Clinton-Kim summit meeting in Washington; President Kim seeks support for
ROK development of a500km missile.

July 3,1999: North-South Vice Minigeriad Taksin Beijing end in recriminations.

July 26, 1999: DPRK Foreign Minigry datement appears to implicitly rgect Pery’s
proposals.

July 27, 1999: U.S., Korean and Japanese Foreign Ministers' joint statement on North Korea.
July 28-29, 1999: Secretary Cohen in Seoul for consultations; U.S.-ROK missile talks.

Aug 5-9, 1999: 6th Four Party Peace Talks, session ends without progress.

Aug 11, 1999: Daewoo creditors demand magjor corporate restructuring.

Aug 12, 1999: Korean Nationd Assembly authorizes funding for KEDO LWR project.

Aug 16-27, 1999: Ulchi FocusLens U.S-ROK military exercise.

Aug 18, 1999: DPRK Foreign Minisry datement indicates willingness to discuss missile
development, but reserves sovereign right to launch satellites.

Aug 23-25, 1999: ROK Defense Minigter Cho visits China
Sept 2, 1999: KPA gatement declares NLL to beinvalid, asserts new sea boundary.
Sept 7-12, 1999: U.S-DPRK taksin Berlin; agreement to maintain “positive atmosphere.”

Sept 12, 1999: Clinton-Kim-Obuchi meeting reaffirms cooperation on North Korean issues.



Sept 17, 1999: Washington announces easing of economic sanctions.
Sept 22-23, 1999: Secretary Perry in Seoul for consultations.

Sept 24, 1999: North Korea announces it will not test missiles while talks continue.
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