
The Fifth Korea-U.S. West Coast Strategic Forum 
December 1, 2010 

Athene Garden, Lotte Hotel, Seoul, Korea 
 
 
Executive Summary 
 
The fifth session of  the Korea-U.S. West Coast Strategic Forum, held at the Lotte Hotel in 
Seoul, South Korea (Republic of  Korea, or ROK), on December 1, 2010, brought together 
distinguished Korean and American scholars, experts, and former diplomats to discuss North 
Korea (Democratic People’s Republic of  Korea, or DPRK), the U.S.-ROK alliance, and 
regional dynamics in Northeast Asia. The Sejong Institute organized the Forum in 
association with Stanford University’s Walter H. Shorenstein Asia-Pacific Research Center 
(Shorenstein APARC). Operating as a closed workshop under the Chatham House Rule, the 
Forum allowed participants to engage in candid, in-depth discussions on salient and sensitive 
current issues. The session’s timeliness was heightened due to North Korea’s shelling 
November 23 of  Yeonpyeong Island, which left four South Koreans dead and 19 injured. 
Forum participants focused on U.S.-ROK strategy toward North Korea, increased tensions 
and changing dynamics in Northeast Asia, and the future of  the U.S.-ROK alliance.   
 
Many participants agreed that the U.S.-ROK posture toward the North must include both 
“carrots” and “sticks.” Discussants agreed also that the North’s ongoing transition of  power 
from Kim Jong Il to his youngest son, Kim Jong Un, probably played a major role in the 
timing of  recent provocations, including the North’s revelation of  a uranium enrichment 
program at Yongbyon. It was conceded, however, that the North’s decision-making process 
is opaque, and other possible motives or strategies behind the provocation were discussed as 
well. Participants noted that the provocations are likely to, and should, result in increased 
ROK defense spending and readiness. They felt that small-scale provocations from the 
North are likely to continue as long as Pyongyang enjoys the support and political 
protection of  China. Further, there was broad agreement that the North would persist in its 
pursuit of  nuclear weaponry, as North Korea probably regards it as an invaluable bargaining 
chip with the United States and as facilitating a smooth succession of  power and regime 
survival.   
 
Discussants agreed that China’s policy continues to be a key factor in addressing North 
Korea’s belligerent behavior and nuclear weapons program. Without China’s support, U.S. 
and South Korean policy toward North Korea is much less likely to be effective. Given 
China’s evident reluctance to press North Korea, some participants advocated increased 
involvement by other regional players, including Russia and Japan, in dealing with North 
Korea. Many felt that greater consensus is needed among regional powers about the aims 
of—and the proper framework for responding to—North Korea’s nuclear program. 
Although all agreed on the importance of  China’s role, it remains unclear what degree of  
leverage the United States, the ROK, and Japan have over China, and China over North 
Korea, with respect to China’s influencing North Korea into adopting a less belligerent 
policy. Many participants were pessimistic about the utility of  the Six-Party Talks in 
managing and resolving the North Korean nuclear weapons problem, but few urged that the 
talks be dropped. A number of  participants, however, called for the establishment of  
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additional talks apart from the Six-Party Talks with or about North Korea. They argued 
that talks alone involve little cost but can bring long-term benefits. Some supported talks 
about non-controversial issues. Most discussants, however, felt that it would be inappropriate 
to engage in negotiations with the North at present, especially after its attack on South 
Korean territory.   
 
Some participants observed that Northeast Asia seems to have reverted to a Cold War 
structure, pitting China and North Korea against the United States, the ROK, and Japan. 
Discussants concurred that North Korea’s provocations in the past year have profoundly 
impacted not only China-North Korea relations but also U.S.-ROK relations, U.S.-Japan 
relations, and the United States’ standing throughout Asia. There was strong agreement that 
the North Korean attacks have pushed the United States and the ROK even closer together 
and bolstered their common threat perception of  North Korea. U.S. and ROK policy 
toward North Korea has been increasingly well coordinated.  
 
Participants agreed that China’s reactions to the North Korean provocations, including the 
sinking of  the Cheonan and the shelling of  Yeonpyeong Island, have undermined China’s 
soft power gains of  the past ten years. East Asian perceptions of  China have significantly 
worsened, and Beijing has embarrassed itself  with the international community. Many 
discussants said that the United States’ standing throughout Asia has improved considerably, 
with Washington now more widely regarded as a responsible regional stabilizer.   
 
Participants noted, however, that a revived Cold War structure in Northeast Asia would be 
favorable to no one except North Korea. The crucial importance of  China-U.S. relations in 
coming decades was a central topic of  the discussions. Discussants concurred that the fate 
of  East Asia may rest largely on how China and the United States relate to each other in 
the decades to come.     
 
Most participants agreed that relations between Washington and Seoul are indeed better and 
closer than ever, but felt that an even greater level of  coordination and cooperation is 
necessary for the alliance to meet increasing challenges from North Korea and the rise of  
China. Most agreed that the Korea-U.S. Free Trade Agreement (KORUS FTA) represents an 
important measure for broadening and deepening the bilateral relationship. In addition, some 
participants noted the challenge that political divisions in the ROK over North Korea pose 
to the alliance, and the possibility of  shifting relations between Washington and Seoul after 
elections in both states in 2012. Impending leadership changes in the rest of  East Asia, 
including China, Taiwan, and Japan, could also have an impact on U.S.-ROK relations and 
the situation in Northeast Asia.  
 
Discussants noted the need for a more strategic alliance between the United States and the 
ROK. The two nations need a clearer understanding of  their interests and greater consensus 
about their aims for the alliance. Some participants argued that the ROK must clarify its 
own long-term goals regarding unification and the future of  the Korean Peninsula. 
Participants agreed that, while continuing to focus on the challenges posed by North Korea, 
the U.S.-ROK partnership should expand to include more global cooperation in areas of  
mutual interest.   
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Session 1: North Korea 
 
A Korean expert in Korean security issues began the session with a discussion of  the 
current situation in North Korea, in particular, the motivations behind North Korea’s recent 
provocative actions, North Korea’s likely future behavior, and an outline of  some feasible 
foreign policy options to deal more successfully with North Korea, including the nuclear 
issue. He held that the ongoing leadership transition in North Korea is a significant factor 
in explaining the North’s recent provocations, although such domestic political factors are 
not the only variable in North Korea’s behavior.   
 
The Korean expert summarized the meaning and implications of  North Korea’s Third 
Korean Worker Party Delegates Conference, which took place in September. The meeting 
selected Kim Jong Un as the eventual successor to Kim Jong Il. The conference was held 
perhaps sooner than the DPRK had originally intended. Kim Jong Il’s declining health, 
North Korea’s ailing economy, and the party’s interest in regaining control of  the political 
system forced the process of  Kim Jong Un’s succession to be set into motion sooner than 
had been planned. The conference gave a degree of  power back to the party vis-à-vis the 
North Korean military, which will likely have some impact on the role of  the military in 
coming years. Future North Korean policy, it was maintained, will be the result of  greater 
compromise between the party and the military, as these two groups continue to compete 
for influence. It is doubted that Kim Jong Il’s eldest son, Kim Jong Nam, will play any 
significant role in the power transition, due, in part, to his lack of  experience in the North 
Korean political system.   
 
The Korean expert outlined four main intentions behind North Korea’s foreign policy 
behavior. First, North Korea revealed its uranium enrichment facility to deflect attention 
away from its possession of  nuclear weapons. North Korea will argue that its uranium 
enrichment program (UEP) is for energy purposes and not for nuclear weapons. It will seek 
to have Six-Party negotiations center on the North Korean UEP rather than on its 
possession of  nuclear devices. Second, with the Cheonan and Yeonpyeong Island attacks, 
North Korea hopes to quash any internal contention over questions of  political leadership 
and the power succession. Provocative actions help to stabilize the power succession process 
and are a tool to manipulate domestic opinion, i.e. by manufacturing external crises. Third, 
North Korea seeks to undermine popular support in the South for the ROK’s principled 
stance by increasing fears of  war and instability on the Korean Peninsula. Fourth, North 
Korea’s attacks are a means of  applying strategic pressure on the United States in pursuit 
of  the ultimate goal of  causing U.S. Forces in Korea (USFK) to withdraw.   
 
The Korean expert discussed likely North Korean behavior in the near future. First, Kim 
Jong Il will do everything possible to complete the nuclear weapons program, as nuclear 
weapons are Kim Jong Un’s inheritance and will facilitate a smooth transition to his 
leadership and help to maintain regime security. Second, the regime is likely to undertake 
measures that build up public confidence in Kim Jong Un and the party leadership. This 
will be done either by increasing propaganda and education programs that enhance the 
symbolic power of  the regime, or by promoting fear. Third, if  Kim Jong Il dies before the 
transition of  power is complete, a power struggle is possible though improbable. Fourth, 
North Korea will attempt to strengthen and fortify its relationship with China, and will 
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closely follow China’s strategy in the region. North Korea’s stability depends on Chinese aid 
and political support for the regime.   
 
The Korean expert outlined a broad strategy for dealing with North Korea, suggesting a 
policy of  “carrots and sticks.” The ROK and the United States must stand firmly against 
North Korea’s provocations, human rights abuses, and other transgressions. Simultaneously, 
the ROK must proceed with aid and exchanges, which offer the possibility of  improving 
Northern citizens’ lives. The ROK and the United States must demonstrate concern for the 
well-being of  North Korean citizens, work to improve the North Korean human rights 
situation, and strive to increase internal pressure for political change, as in Eastern Europe 
at the end of  the Cold War.  
 
The Korean expert also recommended two policies to address the North Korean nuclear 
issue. First, China, the United States, and Russia should develop a common stance toward 
North Korea’s nuclear weapons programs. These permanent members of  the United Nations 
Security Council (UNSC) must speak with one voice, and they must begin to look at ways 
not only of  freezing North Korea’s nuclear program but also of  ending it. Second, our 
side needs to develop a clearer and more comprehensive agenda to successfully address the 
North Korean nuclear problem. The agenda should include a clear step-by-step action plan. 
 
An American expert’s points were largely complementary to the Korean expert’s assessment. 
He suggested that we need a clearer understanding of  North Korea’s policy goals and 
interests so that the United States and the ROK can more effectively shape the alliance and 
our strategy. North Korea’s recent provocations at Yeonpyeong Island and the revelation of  
its UEP has complicated and made more urgent the issue of  U.S.-ROK posture and policy 
options vis-à-vis the DPRK. He discussed a few central assumptions about North Korea, 
and laid out several policy recommendations for dealing more effectively with North Korea.  
 
The American expert discussed North Korean behavior over the last ten months in an 
effort to explain North Korea’s behavior. North Korea has assumed a strategy of  mixing 
aggressive military action, “charm diplomacy” toward nongovernmental organizations (NGO), 
and the exposure of  its UEP. Although North Korea’s strategy on each of  these fronts 
appears to have been carefully planned and thoroughly considered, North Korea’s objectives 
are poorly understood. Actions are often said to be linked to the power succession, but it 
remains unclear whether the provocations are a warning against exploiting the instability of  
North Korea’s political system, an attempt to return to negotiations and secure much-
needed aid for the regime, or a statement that North Korea is a nuclear weapon state and 
thus feels able to pursue a more aggressive foreign policy. Improved analytic frameworks are 
required to understand North Korea’s actions and to formulate the most appropriate U.S.-
ROK response.   
 
North Korea’s actions over the last ten months, the American expert argued, have only 
reinforced judgments that the North cannot be trusted and will not honor negotiated 
agreements. DPRK actions have made it almost impossible for the Obama administration to 
pursue engagement with the North. The domestic political costs of  attempting to engage 
the North reduce U.S. flexibility and make it almost certain that U.S. policy will, in the near 
term, be even less accommodating to DPRK demands than it has been. In other words, 
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the United States is not likely to be forward-leaning in pursuit of  engagement with North 
Korea for the foreseeable future.   
 
The American expert outlined three judgments and assumptions about North Korea that 
should be borne in mind when formulating policy toward the DPRK. First, while it is 
possible that North Korea could collapse at any time, such a prospect is unlikely. Policies 
predicated on the assumption of  immediate collapse, or intended to accelerate collapse, are 
likely to be counterproductive. Second, China is more worried about the U.S.-ROK alliance’s 
efforts to bring about a change of  regime in North Korea than it is about North Korea’s 
policies or behavior. Beijing will not support efforts intended to promote the collapse of  
the regime and will do what it must to keep it afloat. Third, North Korea understands this 
and thus is confident that China will ameliorate the negative effects of  any attempt to 
undermine regime stability. Nevertheless, the U.S.-China relationship remains more important 
to Washington and Beijing than North Korea is to either.   
 
The American expert offered two main policy recommendations for dealing with North 
Korea. First, there is a need to clarify North Korean motives so that the United States and 
the ROK can set their own priorities and tailor their response. Policy toward North Korea 
should not be guided by crises and North Korean provocations but by U.S.-ROK strategy. 
Perhaps, for a time, the North Korean nuclear problem should be recast from that of  a 
U.S.-ROK versus the DPRK issue into an International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) 
issue. U.S. experience with Iran shows that inspection provides no guarantees that hidden 
nuclear facilities do not exist, but does make it easier to discover hidden facilities. Second, 
the United States and the ROK must discuss ways to capitalize on China’s relationship with 
North Korea beyond merely shaming China for coddling and protecting an irresponsible 
North Korean regime. North Korea should be made to worry about the reliability and 
consequences of  its relationship with China. 
 
A Korean professor raised several points regarding North Korea and its relationship with 
China. First, the Chinese have made a quasi-political investment in Kim Jong Un and have 
made a considerable effort to support the power succession in North Korea. Strong 
Chinese support has emboldened North Korea to pursue more aggressive and militant 
behavior recently. Second, almost nothing has been done following the Cheonan incident in 
terms of  strengthening ROK deterrence or response and readiness capability, which only 
encourages further provocation from North Korea. Third, North Korea’s main intentions in 
the Six-Party Talks are to change the agenda away from its possession of  nuclear devices 
and render talks about the issue useless. While it is not in our interest to not meet with 
North Korea, a more important factor in dealing with North Korea is defense readiness, 
budget, and capabilities.   
 
An American challenged the Korean expert and the American expert on some of  their 
points but concurred on others. He suggested that North Korea’s situation is not entirely 
analogous to the Eastern European case; domestic rebellion or revolt against the military-
dominated regime in North Korean did not seemly likely. The regime in the North has a 
monopoly on weapons, and citizens are simply too poor and hungry to lead any significant 
uprising against the government. He agreed with the American expert that there are positive 
points to turning the North Korea issue over to the Chinese and leaving it to them solve 
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the major problems, but he questioned whether the United States, the ROK, and Japan 
have enough leverage economically or politically to coax China into a more responsible 
relationship with North Korea. 
 
Another American expert suggested a political economy model for analyzing and 
understanding North Korea’s behavior. North Korea is a command economy facing a 
fundamental crisis, including shortages of  basic goods, in its economic system. The end of  
the Cold War meant the end of  Soviet support, forcing North Korea to face head-on its 
structural economic deficiencies. Without aid from China or Russia, North Korea had to 
replace the resource flow from those states. To do so, it used the threat of  its nuclear 
weapons program as a bargaining chip, and thus secured considerable aid and trade from 
South Korea, Japan, China, and the United States. Without the external concessions obtained 
by the threat of  its nuclear weapons, North Korea cannot overcome its command economy 
crisis. Another American expert advocated a U.S.-ROK strategy of  heightening the North 
Korea command market crisis, although such a strategy might run the risk of  backing 
North Korea into a corner, prompting it to escalate tensions to unprecedented levels in 
order to secure trade and aid. In any event, our policy should not allow North Korea to 
escape the contradictions of  its own command economy.   
 
A Korean expert commented that although North Korea’s provocations should be analyzed 
within the context of  power succession within the Party, North Korea’s increasingly 
belligerent behavior over the last ten months might be part of  a larger strategy aimed at 
provoking an all-out war. North Korean provocations are likely to continue as long as the 
ROK fails to respond firmly and the Chinese continue their strong support for the regime. 
He suggested a four-pronged approach to dealing with North Korea. First, the ROK must 
respond militarily with stern counter-measures to deter North Korea aggression. Second, 
Chinese support is encouraging North Korea’s provocations; the United States and the ROK 
must work together to end Chinese protection of  North Korea. Third, the United States 
and the ROK should think about a fundamentally new strategic environment in Northeast 
Asia and present innovative challenges to China’s support for North Korea. U.S. agreement 
to allow the ROK to extend the permissible range of  its missiles (from the current 300 
kilometers) might spur China to begin thinking and acting differently about its relationship 
with North Korea. Fourth, North Korea is fully committed to its nuclear program; in 
North Korean thinking, there is no room for negotiation over this issue. The Korean 
expert also questioned the utility of  the Six-Party Talks, given the attitudes of  China and 
North Korea.   
 
An American expert challenged what he characterized as conventional assumptions that 
negotiations with North Korea are doomed to fail and that past failures were entirely the 
fault of  North Korea. Some progress had been made in the Six-Party Talks, including the 
agreement on principles in September of  2005 and the 2007 agreement according to which 
North Korea began to shut down parts of  its Yongbyon nuclear facility. Negotiations in 
2008 failed, in part, due to the ROK’s and Japan’s refusal to provide promised aid in spite 
of  North Korea’s concrete steps to follow the agreements. He stated that history shows 
that tough stances toward North Korea do not bring about better behavior and that 
engagement has a better track record in that respect. Common interests must be identified, 
and engagement should not be abandoned.   
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Another American expert argued three main points. First, although North Korea’s actions 
should certainly be analyzed within the context of  the power succession and its aims to 
coerce an engagement strategy from Seoul and Washington, we should highlight the fact 
that the Cheonan and Yeonpyeong incidents were directed explicitly at the ROK. North 
Korea is attempting to compel the ROK to take some action, but it remains unclear to 
what extent and to what end. He also suggested that although engagement and further 
negotiations may be useful, timing is everything in negotiation and at present the timing is 
not right for negotiations with North Korea. Second, the United States ceded control of  
the North Korean issue to China ten years ago, to no avail. The ROK and Japan must 
now take on greater roles in the situation and assess what other contributions they can 
make. Third, track-two diplomacy may be a viable option for offering “carrots” that the 
political track may not be able to offer. Although NGOs or other groups may not be able 
to address the issue of  North Korean provocations, perhaps NGOs can have some useful 
long-term impact. 
 
A Korean professor made three points. First, the consequences of  the Yeonpyeong Island 
shelling will be profound. The ROK will increase its defense budget and conduct a 
comprehensive review of  its defense posture, with an emphasis on rapid reaction. ROK 
security is likely to be enhanced considerably in the short term. Second, a clearer 
understanding of  the strategic stance of  the United States and the ROK is needed. Perhaps 
a divided and peaceful Korea is better than a conflict-ridden one focused on unification. 
Major policy issues derive from the fact that there are no real policy discussions about the 
alliance’s long-term strategy and goals on the Korean Peninsula. Third, it is likely that 
North Korea will remain concerned about over-reliance on China in the next decade or two. 
North Korea is desperately looking for ways to normalize relations with the United States 
before its relations with China turn cold.   
 
An American expert in diplomacy outlined President Obama’s strategy and laid out three of  
the United States’ tactical principles in dealings with North Korea. First, the ROK is the 
United States’ prime ally in the North Korean situation, and more than ever before 
Washington is taking cues from Seoul in policy decisions and behavior toward North Korea. 
Second, the United States is prepared in principle to talk to North Korea at any time or 
place; talking is not negotiating, and talking can be an important tool, and thus one that 
should not be abandoned. Third, the United States and the ROK must rely on China to 
press North Korea to behave more responsibly, and we should participate in the talks 
proposed by China in response to the recent North Korean provocations.    
 
An American expert offered a number of  comments about the discussion. He challenged an 
American expert’s argument that the ROK, Japan, and the United States lack leverage over 
China economically; in fact, he noted, foreign firms control 67% of  China’s exports. He 
expressed doubts about the utility of  the Six-Party Talks in solving the North Korean 
nuclear issue, but agreed with an American diplomatic expert’s point that talking is different 
than negotiating. He also agreed with one American expert that engagement should not be 
abandoned, but sided with another American expert that at present the timing is poor for 
negotiations with North Korea. Finally, he concurred with a Korean professor that there 
needs to be further discussion of  the U.S.-ROK alliance’s long-term goals and strategy for 
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the Korean Peninsula. There should be increased discussion on what is the end goal in 
U.S.-ROK policy toward North Korea, and U.S. policy should be tailored more toward the 
ROK and what Koreans in the South want in the long term.    
 
A Korean expert supported views that the ROK must increase its defense posture and act 
strongly to deter North Korea provocations. He argued for peaceful unification of  the 
Korean Peninsula on the basis of  the self-determination of  the North Korean people. The 
United States and the ROK must open their eyes and ears to the North Korean people 
and inspire them to push for political change in the North. A distinction must be made 
between the regime and the people in North Korea, and policy needs to be directed 
toward each. The United States and the ROK need an integrated approach encompassing 
both “carrots” and “sticks.” They must strongly oppose and reject the military regime in 
the North while simultaneously supporting aid measures for the people if  transparency in 
its distribution is guaranteed. Communication between the societies of  South and North 
Korea needs to be maximized to stimulate political change inside North Korea.   
 
 
Session Two: The Northeast Asia Region 
 
An American expert discussed the current situation in Northeast Asia, touching on (1) the 
re-sharpening of  Cold War divisions between China and the DPRK, on the one hand, and 
the United States, the ROK, Japan, on the other; (2) closer ties between the United States 
and its Asian allies based on shared security interests; (3) stronger ties between China and 
North Korea, particularly after the Cheonan sinking in March; and (4) the diminished hopes 
for a concerted security approach in Northeast Asia among the great powers. There remain 
very few viable options in Northeast Asia for the United States and its allies, as the region 
is locked in a classic security dilemma with each state pursuing different security interests. 
 
The American participant summarized the history of  the Cold War in Asia and the positive 
role of  Japanese economic growth (and the economic growth of  those countries that 
followed in Japan’s wake, including South Korea and Taiwan) in refocusing national priorities 
on win-win economic growth and in some cases leading toward democratizations in the 
region. The end of  the Cold War in Asia saw a shift away from territorial competition and 
toward notions of  the “peaceful rise” of  regional powers.  
 
Until approximately one year ago, he suggested, regional peace in Northeast Asia was 
becoming increasingly coordinated between states. Heightened economic interdependence and 
trade among states in the region and China’s steady but peaceful economic rise brought 
about more meaningful ties between economies. States like Japan began to mend 
relationships with states like China and the ROK, and greater cooperation arose between 
governments in regional bodies such as ASEAN and ASEAN+3. The region seemed to be 
moving toward regional peace. The military rivalry between the ROK and the DPRK was 
also greatly reduced, and the Six-Party Talks saw some success in October 2007. The failure 
of  the 2007 agreement, however, resulted in mutual finger pointing between North Korea 
and its neighbors. A harder line from the President Lee Myung-bak administration in the 
ROK, a refusal by the ROK and Japan to supply fertilizer and other promised aid, and U.S. 
demands for early verification along with the North’s second nuclear test all contributed to 
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the failures of  the 2007 agreement and the Six-Party Talks as a whole.   
 
The American expert argued that the region is now in a classic security dilemma. North 
Korea has shown that it is quite willing to engage in open provocation and violence, while 
the ROK and Japan aim to avoid such confrontations because of  the risk of  staggering 
economic costs. North Korea’s main goal remains regime protection, and it is much less 
likely to give up its nuclear program than it was in previous years. North Korea has 
managed to back China into a corner to ensure its support, and China’s ensuing response 
has reinforced the United States’ alliances with the ROK and Japan. China’s siding with 
North Korea after Cheonan, its firm opposition to Japan in the Senkakus dispute, and its 
hard-line stance about its interests in the Yellow Sea have hurt China’s relations with states 
in the region and squandered a decade of  earlier soft power gains. China has been 
“kidnapped” by North Korea; while it desires economic change in North Korea and 
opposes the regime’s provocative behavior, China values, above all, regime stability in North 
Korea.   
 
The American participant suggested that the ROK must take a degree of  responsibility for 
the chilling of  relations with North Korea. The ROK has taken a tougher stance toward 
North Korea, refused to deliver promised fuel aid to the North, and failed to adhere to 
prior agreements concerning the Northern Limit Line in disputed waters with North Korea. 
He also noted that Japan remains concerned about both North Korea and China, and that 
Japanese conservatives especially use such concerns to mobilize political support for a hard-
line security stance. The new DPJ government has tried to improve ties with other states in 
the region but thus far has been unsuccessful. Japan misplayed the Senkaku Islands dispute 
with China, and still lacks a stable government to establish a strategy for Northeast Asia.   
 
The American expert said that the United States has been trying to mend relations with the 
ROK following a rift during the Presidents George H. Bush and Roh Moo-hyun 

administrations, but North Korea, and East Asia in general, have had a reduced priority in 
U.S. foreign policy as a result of  U.S. military involvement in Afghanistan and Iraq, as well 
as increasing tensions with Iran. The United States’ polarized domestic political situation has 
rendered consensus on foreign policy very difficult, and Republicans are highly skeptical of  
negotiations and engagement with North Korea.   
 
An American expert said there remain few if  any good policy options in Asia.  Japan, the 
ROK, and the United States are unwilling to chance an overt military confrontation with 
North Korea or China, and sanctions on North Korea have proven unsuccessful. There 
continues to be a risk of  DPRK-Syria-Iran cooperation on nuclear weapons, yet a return to 
the Six-Party Talks to discuss nuclear weapons with North Korea might easily be seen as a 
“reward for bad behavior.” Displays of  force and military power are probably the limit of  
U.S. and Japanese countermeasures with respect to North Korea for the time being. North 
Korea seems committed to provocation as a norm for behavior, and there is significant 
doubt as to whether China holds any real leverage over North Korea in preventing 
aggressive and destabilizing actions from the North in the foreseeable future.    
 
A Korean professor suggested that the Cheonan and the Yeonpyeong incidents were related. 
Provocation is the only means by which North Korea can get U.S. attention and 
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consideration. He outlined the importance of  U.S.-Chinese relations in shaping regional ties 
in the coming years, and recommended an engagement strategy vis-à-vis the North strictly 
on military issues. Regional cooperation between the United States and China must be 
fostered to secure peace and stability in Northeast Asia in the coming decades. The Korean 
professor added that the ROK’s shift away from engagement and toward deterrence was 
abrupt and had not been well considered. A more gradual shift toward a tougher posture 
toward North Korea would have been more beneficial to the ROK, including the Lee 
administration.   
 
The Korean professor suggested that the major question facing Northeast Asia in the 
coming decades is the U.S.-China relationship—whether this relationship will be based on 
cooperation or on competition will have a profound impact on state relations in the region. 
The professor presented three main ideas. First, it has yet to be seen whether the United 
States is willing to share power or agree to a shared security architecture including a rising 
China. This remains the greatest challenge in the region. Second, the present lack of  
dialogue between the United States and China over core national interests and goals is a 
major cause for concern. Although current leaders in China may be unwilling to participate 
in such a discussion, perhaps a new generation of  leaders in China will foster closer 
strategic ties with the United States. Third, Russia, the United States, China, and the ROK 
must come to some sort of  consensus on how to deal with the North Korean nuclear 
issue and adopt a shared stance. North Korea is increasingly becoming a burden for China, 
and Russia has already abandoned North Korea for this reason. Resolution of  the 
challenges posed by North Korea will require Chinese support, which is more likely to 
come through multilateral efforts and discussions including other regional players such as 
Russia.   
 
The Korean professor said that engagement strategies should not be abandoned, but talks 
should be limited solely to military issues and not to nuclear, aid, economic, or other 
discussions. Military talks should involve high-level military officials from the ROK and 
should concentrate on establishing small-scale agreements to encourage trust-building 
measures between North Korea and the ROK. Such talks, if  successful, could set the stage 
for more serious discussion or negotiations over nuclear weapons and other important issues. 
North Korea is likely to wait for elections in the ROK and the United States before 
making any changes in its posture, because the regime has judged it improbable that it will 
get what it wants from Presidents Obama and Lee.   
 
The Korean professor concluded that the United States and the ROK must predicate their 
foreign and security policy on the notion that North Korea is already a nuclear-weapon 
state. Resources and time should not be wasted on trying to prevent North Korea from 
“going nuclear.” Rather, emphasis should be placed on the prevention of  proliferation in 
the areas that we can control—for example, security agreements with China on the 
transport of  nuclear materials in the Yellow Sea. The United States and the ROK should 
also buy time and avoid acting too quickly, because it is North Korea, and not us, that is 
pressed for time, including regarding the issues of  power succession and the nuclear 
program.   
 
An American diplomatic expert said that North Korea’s main political objective is obtaining 
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American recognition as a nuclear power so as to gain leverage in negotiations and 
bargaining. He agreed with the American expert in his assessment of  Northeast Asia, saying 
that Japan has begun to relearn the importance of  its U.S. alliance to regional stability, and 
that this view has become a bipartisan and shared view in Japan. He disagreed with the 
American expert’s contention that the Obama administration, because it is facing 
considerable constraints in the Middle East and a troubled economy at home, has neglected 
Northeast Asian issues. Finally, he argued there should be no illusions about China as a 
global partner in spite of  numerous economic ties between the United States and China. 
China is internally conflicted and unlikely to be a good partner in managing Northeast Asia. 
Nonetheless, a better understanding of  the intersecting geopolitical interests of  the United 
States and China is needed to foster cooperation between the two powers.   
 
A Korean expert questioned a Korean professor’s proposal to convene military talks with 
North Korea. He also doubted that the rising tensions in Asia would result in increased 
American attention to East Asia.  
 
Another professor urged the United States and the ROK to do more to include Russia in 
efforts to address the North Korean nuclear issue. Also, China must begin to understand 
that North Korea has become a liability to it. He reiterated his belief  that the Obama 
administration is unprepared and weak in its dealings with China. He argued that the 
United States must assume a stronger, more forceful position vis-à-vis Beijing.   
 
An American professor cast doubt upon the possibility of  the ROK pursuing its own 
nuclear weapons program in the midst of  increasing security concerns. In addition, the 
ROK is placed in a difficult position between China and the United States, where China is 
the ROK’s most important economic partner and the United States is the ROK’s most 
important political and security partner. The ROK must address this dilemma.   
 
Another Korean professor suggested that China can no longer be considered a peace broker 
in Northeast Asia following its backing of  North Korea over the last ten months of  
increasing provocations toward, and tensions with, the South. The ROK must consider a 
new model of  negotiations for dealing with North Korea’s nuclear weapons program, 
although there is no obvious alternative at this point.    
 
An American expert challenged whether a peaceful division of  the Korean Peninsula is a 
viable long-term goal for the ROK. In addition, there may be political transitions not only 
in the ROK and the United States but also in China and Taiwan around 2012-2013, and 
this fact too may complicate issues with respect to North Korea.   
 
An American professor agreed with a previous discussant that the Northeast Asian region 
has been driven back to a Cold War structure, and that this arrangement is the worst for 
all in the region except North Korea. Integrating China is crucial, and the United States 
must adopt a posture that does not continue to solidify this Cold War structure. The 
danger lies in isolating North Korea to a point that increases the likelihood of  further 
provocations. The ROK must also develop a clearer picture of  what it will be working 
toward in the next decade, and concrete steps need to be taken to build this new strategic 
architecture.   
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The American professor responded to participants by noting that five of  the six countries 
in the Six-Party Talks support nonproliferation, and it is beneficial that Japan has arrived at 
a bipartisan foreign policy. North Korea needs to reenter talks with the United States, the 
ROK, and Japan, but now is not the time. Some version of  trilateral talks among China, 
the United States, and Japan may be one method of  countering the Cold War structure 
reemerging in Northeast Asia.   
 
The Korean professor responded that China is nowhere near the power that it thinks itself  
to be, and it must face this fact. Its domestic problems are immense and prevent it from 
assuming the role of  a true superpower. However, the United States should give China 
some opportunity to act as a power; small concessions to China do not cost much and 
may eventually bring great benefits. He agreed with the consensus that Asia has become 
more appreciative of  the United States’ role in maintaining regional stability. In response to 
an American expert, the professor suggested that Asia’s future appears unstable, as foreign 
policy shifts are likely to come in the wake of  leadership changes in the United States and 
Asia. He also expressed doubt that North Korea could pose much of  a threat beyond low-
scale provocation due to its extreme lack of  resources and capabilities. For this reason, U.S. 
and ROK strategy in Asia must move beyond North Korea in some ways to focus on the 
bigger picture. Perhaps North Korea can accept a ROK policy not bent on unification. In 
response to the American professor, some participants argued that the ROK is unlikely to 
adopt a nuclear weapons program, and that the ROK is considerably more dependent on 
the United States than it is on China. Trade with China can be replaced by trade with 
other low-wage economies, such as Burma and Vietnam. 
 
 
Session Three: The Korea-U.S. Relationship 
 
An American diplomatic expert discussed the fundamentally close ties between the United 
States and the ROK, while noting that the alliance had suffered major setbacks as recently 
as 2004. Relations between the United States and the ROK are as close as they have ever 
been, and policy consensus toward North Korea is as strongly aligned as it has been in 
twenty years. North Korea’s provocations in the last ten months, coupled with China’s 
support for Pyongyang, have pushed the United States and the ROK closer together. The 
expert also stressed the importance of  ratifying the KORUS FTA and of  identifying and 
pursuing a more integrated global partnership based on mutual interest.   
 
The American expert emphasized that the U.S.-ROK alliance is needed more than ever to 
stabilize the region. North Korea’s sinking of  the Cheonan and its shelling of  Yeonpyeong 
Island have contributed to increased agreement between the United States and the ROK 
about the North Korean threat and our security interests. China’s support for North Korea 
throughout the Cheonan crisis and its unwillingness to censure Pyongyang for its shelling of  
Yeonpyeong Island have further brought together the United States and the ROK, leaving 
Northeast Asia in a Cold War structure. The prudent ROK response to the two crises has 
impressed Americans and, indeed, most of  the international community. The ROK has 
emerged with an enhanced image.   
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The American diplomatic expert maintained that the alliance must continue pursuing policy 
alignment and cooperation. The U.S.-ROK alliance must evolve into a global partnership and 
must coordinate efforts on such issues as counterterrorism, the promotion of  democracy, 
and nuclear nonproliferation around the world. Discussing and integrating a shared policy 
posture for the long term is imperative to secure closer relations in the future. The 
KORUS FTA also remains to be ratified; it represents an important pillar in broadening the 
scope of  the alliance, especially as the alliance is faced with a rising China.  
 
A Korean professor argued for a stronger strategic alliance between the United States and 
the ROK. The professor drew on alliance formation theory to illustrate how the U.S.-ROK 
relationship evolved from a patron-client relationship to a more strategic alliance. The 
discussion explored the major theoretical implications of  the U.S.-ROK alliance and policy 
recommendations for a more strategic partnership. 
 
The Korean professor said there is a strong push in both Seoul and Washington for a 
more comprehensive alliance. Presidents Obama and Lee issued a “Joint Vision” in 2009 
calling for a more strategic alliance, and the United States has praised the ROK for its 
roles in Iraq and Afghanistan as well as for its participation in peacekeeping efforts around 
the world. Furthermore, the United States has strongly backed President Lee’s “Global 
Korea” agenda, including through support for the ROK’s hosting of  the November 2010 
G-20 Summit and the Nuclear Security Summit in 2012. The professor outlined the 
turbulent history of  the U.S.-ROK alliance, from disagreements at the end of  the Korean 
War to President Jimmy Carter’s effort to withdraw U.S. forces from Korea, in part, 
because of  President Park Chung Hee’s poor human rights record, and the status of  U.S. 
forces in the ROK. In spite of  this turbulence, the alliance has persevered.   
 
An alliance is the quickest way to increase national power, the professor argued, and there 
are two approaches to understanding why nations align with each other. The first is the 
power approach, which states that nations form alliances to maximize their own power. The 
second approach is the ideological approach, which holds that nations form alignments on 
the basis of  a shared ideology, such as the U.S.-UK and the U.S.-ROK alliances. There also 
exist two models for analyzing alliance dynamics. The first model is the capability 
aggregation model, while the second is the trade-off  model, which demonstrates how 
weaker states trade autonomy losses to stronger states for security gains from allying with 
stronger states.   
 
The professor analyzed both U.S. and ROK gains from the alliance throughout the Cold 
War. For the ROK, the alliance brought security from North Korea and domestic political 
legitimacy to the military governments of  Park Chung Hee and Chun Doo Hwan. For the 
United States, the alliance blocked the expansion of  communism in Asia and allowed the 
United States to influence ROK politics and the ROK economy. During the Cold War, 
however, the alliance partners suffered some disagreement about how to address the issue 
of  North Korea’s nuclear program. Presidents Obama and Lee have been able to reach a 
strong consensus on this issue, and the alliance has been drawn closer together as a result.   
 
The Korean professor offered several policy recommendations for achieving a more strategic 
alliance. First, there should be a think tank in Washington, D.C., filled with experts from 
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both the United States and the ROK to discuss and deal directly with issues of  North 
Korea and policy coordination. Second, the United States and the ROK must arrive at a 
better understanding of  the domestic politics in both nations, so that some sort of  
domestic consensus can be reached to reinforce the alliance.   
 
An American expert raised questions concerning the stability and coordination of  the U.S.-
ROK alliance in the future, for example, when progressives regain the Blue House and/or 
conservatives the White House. The last period of  difficulty in the alliance came at a time 
when a progressive Roh administration and a conservative Bush administration overlapped. 
This is now a possibility once again, and must be considered. Another American expert 
concurred, suggesting that the ideological split in ROK society remains the biggest factor in 
the U.S.-ROK alliance. Ideological polarization is likely to continue in the ROK, and 
divisions between Seoul and Washington on issues of  North Korea policy are probable in 
the years to come.   
 
Another American expert felt that the core security dimensions of  the alliance must be 
isolated from the vicissitudes of  domestic politics in both the United States and the ROK. 
Perhaps there are ways to collaborate and cooperate that would integrate domestic agendas 
in the United States and ROK. Another American expert added that although the 2000-
2004 period was difficult, the fact that the alliance not only survived but also achieved 
some major successes is a tribute to its enduring importance to both countries.  
 
An American diplomatic expert observed that the North Korean nuclear issue remains the 
most important challenge for the alliance. He suggested that although ideology is a powerful 
force in the ROK, even the progressive President Roh Moo-hyun, who ran on a platform 
critical of  the United States, took a significantly different stance once he was elected 
president. Close relations today come even though the ROK’s chief  executive is a 
conservative and the United States is led by the progressive Obama administration. 
 
Another American diplomatic expert concluded the event, stating that although the closeness 
of  the alliance is based on common interests, unfortunately we still have no agreed, 
effective strategy for addressing the challenges posed by North Korea, including the nuclear 
issue. North Korea’s nuclear capabilities remain intact, and the U.S.-ROK alliance must focus 
even more on this and other issues confronting the alliance on the Korean Peninsula and 
in Northeast Asia.  
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