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*   *   *   *   * 

 
Thank you for your interest in policy toward North Korea, but you should 
know that you really are the hardy few.  
 
There is a “rogue” regime with an active nuclear weapons program about 
which Americans these days are intensely interested and concerned. It is of 
course Iran, but one could be forgiven for thinking we should be focused on 
North Korea instead.  
 

• North Korea has already tested two nuclear devices using plutonium, 
the second in 2009. Iran has tested none.  

• Iran is seeking to complete a full-scale uranium enrichment facility; 
North Korea revealed in November 2010 that it already has at least 
one.  

• It is North Korea that has played a major role in helping Iran develop 
its missile technology. North Korea itself is testing rockets that could 
eventually reach U.S. territory, and in October 2010 it paraded a 
mobile intermediate-range ballistic missile that could eventually carry 
a nuclear warhead.  
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• North Korea has already proliferated nuclear technology. In 2007, 
Israel destroyed a nuclear facility that North Korea was secretly 
building in Syria.  

• North Korea has thumbed its nose at the nuclear nonproliferation 
regime in other ways: it is the only country ever to join the Nuclear 
Nonproliferation Treaty and then leave it.  

 
And yet, in the fourth and final year of President Obama’s term of office, the 
United States government is far more focused on Iran’s nuclear activities 
than on North Korea’s. American media attention mirrors this. Over the past 
year, the New York Times, for example, ran more than four times as many 
stories on Iran as North Korea.  
 
Why, then, is there this apparent inconsistency? If North Korea is at least as 
serious a nuclear threat as Iran, why isn’t the Obama administration doing 
more to deal with the increasing challenges it poses, whether by being 
tougher or by being more accommodating of North Korean concerns? Has 
the Obama administration’s North Korea policy “failed,” as critics argue?  
 
These are important issues, but for citizens it is very difficult to know what 
to think. The problems are very complex; some aspects are technical; and the 
concerned governments, including the United States, are not very 
informative, and sometimes even misleading, about the situation.  
 
What I would like to do today then is offer you my personal assessment of 
the Obama administration’s North Korea policy. It is based on three decades 
of observing and working on Korea, mostly for the U.S. Department of 
State. I retired prior to the election of President Obama, so the views I offer 
today are not derived from “inside information,” and of course they do not 
necessarily reflect the views of the U.S. government.  
 
I do this in all humility. The North Korea problem is indeed very complex. 
Little is known about how the leaders of North Korea really think. I also 
cannot rule out the possibility that secret developments about which I am 
unaware may have shaped the thinking of the Obama administration about 
North Korea. 
 
All that said, I will argue that, in view of American interests, the Obama 
administration has pursued an informed and responsible approach to North 
Korea. Of course, improvement is always possible, so I will also note some 
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aspects of the policy, or implementation of the policy, that I believe could 
have been done better.  
 
Here is how I think my assessment may be of some use. The Obama 
administration has said little publicly about its North Korea policy rationale, 
for fear of giving its domestic opponents an opening to criticize, even if such 
criticism is not well founded. This is of course not yet unique to the Obama 
administration. Meanwhile, its critics are ipso facto newsworthy, while 
supporters of the administration’s North Korea policy don’t feel much need 
to say so, and, even when they do, “dog bites man” stories naturally don’t 
receive much media play. 
 

*   *   *   *   * 
 

So—first things first. What has been U.S. policy toward North Korea?  
 
The Obama administration, like every American administration since that of 
President George Herbert Walker Bush, who served from 1989 to 1993, has 
focused primarily on inducing North Korea to give up its nuclear programs. 
U.S. administrations have used varying mixes of incentives and 
disincentives, sticks and carrots, to do so. Even President George W. Bush 
basically pursued this course, except for his first term, when it appears that 
the President and his closest advisers felt that offering incentives to North 
Korea would not be worthwhile or consistent with American values.  
 
The United States really, really does not want North Korea to have nuclear 
weapons.  
 

• The United States has long led international efforts to prevent 
additional countries from obtaining nuclear weapons, and has invested 
many resources and much prestige in the process.  

• North Korea obtaining and keeping nuclear weapons would set a very 
damaging precedent for the global nonproliferation regime. Other 
countries in the region and the world may be likelier to decide to 
pursue nuclear weapons. Over the longer term, this does not exclude 
Japan and South Korea. More immediately, Iran is, at a minimum, 
unlikely to have been discouraged in pursuing its own nuclear 
programs by the fact that North Korea has, so far, been successful in 
developing nuclear weapons. 
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• The United States does not want North Korea in particular to have 
nuclear weapons because of concern that the closed nature of the 
regime might make it likelier to actually use nuclear weapons or 
transfer nuclear weapons materials or technology to other countries. 
That concern of course increased significantly after 9/11.  

• The United States does not want North Korea to have nuclear 
weapons because the United States is a treaty ally of South Korea and 
Japan, and North Korea is very hostile to both countries. Even if 
North Korea never actually uses nuclear weapons against them, the 
fact that it could raises major concerns and, over the long term, might 
cause South Korea and Japan to doubt the value of their alliances with 
the United States. North Korea already publicly threatens and seeks to 
intimidate South Korea based on its possession of nuclear devices.  

 
These concerns led to a number of American efforts over the years to 
negotiate with North Korea an eventual end to its nuclear weapons 
programs.  
 

• President George H.W. Bush withdrew American tactical nuclear 
weapons from South Korea as part of coordinated efforts with South 
Korea that led to the North-South Basic Agreement of 1991-1992. In 
this, North and South pledged not to pursue nuclear weapons. The ink 
was not quite dry before the agreement began to fall apart. 

• President Clinton oversaw the signing of the Agreed Framework 
between the United States and North Korea in 1994. Under the 
Agreed Framework, the United States would normalize relations with 
North Korea, ease sanctions against it, and help build two nuclear 
power plants there to produce electricity. In exchange, North Korea 
would freeze its own nuclear facilities and eventually dismantle them.  

• As I mentioned, President George W. Bush profoundly distrusted 
Pyongyang. After 9/11 especially, his first priority was terrorism, 
Afghanistan, and Iraq. He was very reluctant to consider offering any 
inducements to North Korea, or even to talk with it, as opposed to 
maintaining and increasing sanctions. He clearly wished for regime 
change in Pyongyang, although he had no policy to that effect. In 
essence, he put North Korea on the back burner while he dealt with 
his higher priorities. When intelligence was received in 2002 
indicating that North Korea was engaged in a major effort to enrich 
uranium, which could be used to make nuclear weapons, the Bush 



5 

administration used that almost instinctively as an opportunity to kill 
the Agreed Framework.  

• North Korea responded very quickly. It kicked international 
inspectors out of its declared nuclear facilities. It announced it was 
quitting the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty. And it redoubled its 
nuclear and missile development efforts. In 2006 it conducted its first 
test of a nuclear device. By this time, President Bush’s foreign and 
security policies were in serious trouble throughout the world. Instead 
of reacting with an even tougher approach to North Korea, he abruptly 
authorized intensive engagement of Pyongyang, and from that point 
on operated squarely in the U.S. tradition of offering North Korea a 
mix of incentives and disincentives. While some progress toward a 
nuclear deal was made, it was more apparent than real. Ultimately, 
U.S. efforts failed because of disagreement with North Korea about 
how the deal was to be verified.  

 
*   *   *   *   * 

 
Now let me turn specifically to President Obama’s North Korea policy. 
 
As a presidential candidate, Barack Obama took a significant electoral risk 
when he said the following during a debate with his Republican opponent: 
 

…we are…going to have to…engage in tough direct 
diplomacy with Iran and this is a major difference I have 
with Senator McCain, this notion by not talking to people 
we are punishing them has not worked. It has not worked 
in Iran, it has not worked in North Korea. In each 
instance, our efforts of isolation have actually 
accelerated their efforts to get nuclear weapons. That 
will change when I'm president of the United States. 

 
Immediately after his inauguration, President Obama had messages sent to 
North Korea underlining his sincerity about diplomatic negotiations. He 
clearly intended to negotiate with the North Koreans on the basis of the 
traditional American willingness to offer Pyongyang limited aid and 
concessions in exchange for ending its nuclear weapons program.  
 
In the meantime, though, the task had become considerably more difficult. 
North Korea’s test of its first nuclear device in 2006 had made most people 
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more skeptical that North Korea would give up nuclear weapons. Some 
North Korean officials themselves said publicly that the country never 
would. The previous year, the United States’ ally South Korea had elected a 
conservative president who conditioned further aid to North Korea on its 
moving to give up nuclear weapons. And after 9/11 and the George W. Bush 
administration, Republicans, at least, were less likely to support any 
concessions to a North Korea they did not trust.  
 
Rather than taking these factors into account, Pyongyang’s response to the 
new American president was to make the situation far more difficult. On 
April 5, 2009, it tested a long-range Taepo-dong rocket, and only fifty days 
later it conducted its second test of a nuclear device, this one much more 
successful than the first.  
 
The Obama administration worked with other concerned countries to bring 
the matter of each test to the UN Security Council. The Council passed 
resolutions condemning North Korea’s actions and increased sanctions on 
the country. North Korea, in turn, responded by denouncing the 
condemnations and declaring the Six Party Talks dead.  
 
A couple of months later, at the ASEAN Regional Forum in Bangkok, 
Secretary of State Clinton gave the most detailed high-level statement of the 
Obama administration’s North Korea policy. Since it very accurately 
characterized U.S. policy and attitudes toward North Korea at least until the 
latter part of 2010, it is worth quoting to you at some length.  
 
Secretary Clinton stated flatly: “The United States and its allies and partners 
cannot accept a North Korea that tries to maintain nuclear weapons, to 
launch ballistic missiles, or to proliferate nuclear materials.” 
 
She explained: “Our partners in the region understand that a nuclear North 
Korea has far-reaching consequences for the security future of Northeast 
Asia. North Korea’s continued pursuit of its nuclear ambitions is sure to 
elevate tensions on the Korean Peninsula and could provoke an arms race in 
the region. This would serve no nation’s interests….” 
 
She added, “Our success in putting this resolution into action will also have 
implications beyond North Korea. It will demonstrate to other countries with 
nuclear ambitions, such as Iran’s, that we can and will impose costly 
penalties for those who violate international agreements and undermine 
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global security. And it will give us a blueprint for how to manage any 
similar challenges that might arise in the future.” 
 
Secretary Clinton stated repeatedly that the United States was “prepared to 
work with the North Koreans if they are willing to act on their previous 
commitments.” But, she continued, “we are not interested in half measures. 
We do not intend to reward the North just for returning to the table. We will 
not give them anything new for actions they have already agreed to take. 
And we have no appetite for pursuing protracted negotiations that will only 
lead us right back to where we have already been.” 
 
She explained: “We and our partners have a more ambitious agenda for any 
future talks. Such talks must lead to irreversible steps by North Korea to 
denuclearize. This, in turn, would lead us and our partners to reciprocate in a 
comprehensive and coordinated manner. Full normalization of relationships, 
a permanent peace regime, and significant energy and economic assistance 
are all possible in the context of full and verifiable denuclearization.” 
 
While offering serious talks and major concessions for denuclearization, 
Secretary Clinton outlined the ways that the United States would act until 
North Korea responded favorably. She stressed the importance of the 
implementation of the recent UN Security Council resolutions and their 
sanctions measures. She said that the United States would coordinate about 
North Korea even more intensively with the other members of the Six Party 
Talks. The United States would “undertake the necessary defensive 
measures to protect our interests and our allies.” 
 
At the same time, Secretary Clinton noted, the United States would “remain 
committed to the well-being, dignity, and human rights of the people of 
North Korea. We will continue to work closely with other governments, 
international organizations, and NGOs to address human rights violations 
and abuses perpetuated by the regime. We will maintain our support of 
NGOs working to improve human rights in North Korea. And we will keep 
funding Korean language radio broadcasting for the same purposes, and we 
will soon announce a special envoy for North Korean human rights.” 
 
Again, I have quoted at such length from Secretary Clinton’s statement 
because it really is a unique statement of Obama administration policy, and 
U.S. policy ever since has reflected it.  
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By the way, U.S. officials initially called this approach a policy of “strategic 
patience.” Critics said that the word “patience” meant that the administration 
wasn’t doing anything. The Obama administration no longer uses the term.  
 

*   *   *   *   * 
 
I suggested earlier that the Obama administration’s policy, or at least 
attitude, was modified somewhat from the latter part of 2010. Let me 
explained what happened, and why. 
 
The North Koreans, as has long been their practice, responded to external 
condemnation and sanctions with threats to do worse. Far from being slowed 
or turning back on their nuclear programs, they continued and even 
accelerated them. As I mentioned, in November 2010, they showed Stanford 
nuclear expert Dr. Siegfried Hecker that they had secretly completed 
construction of a full-scale uranium enrichment facility, despite their past 
denials of any such program and without the U.S. government being able to 
learn about it.  
 
But the North Koreans did much more in 2010. On March 26, they launched 
a sneak attack on a South Korean naval vessel in disputed waters of the 
Yellow Sea, or West Sea, as Koreans call it, sinking the ship and killing 46 
sailors. North Korea denied that it was the perpetrator, but a meticulous 
investigation by South Korea and international partners established its 
culpability beyond any reasonable doubt. On November 23 of the same year, 
North Korea launched another surprise attack, this time openly firing 
artillery at a South Korean-held island in the West Sea, killing four South 
Koreans and injuring nineteen. It was the first artillery shelling of South 
Korean territory since the end of the Korean War.  
 
The North Korean actions naturally angered the South Korean public, and 
the South Korean government declared that it would retaliate in future 
against North Korean attacks. It would feel free not only to strike at the 
immediate attackers, but also at those in the rear area providing support or 
leadership for the attacks.  
 
It appears that the North Korean attacks, followed by the South Korean 
threats of retaliation, caused considerable concern in the upper reaches of the 
Obama administration that the situation on the Korean Peninsula was 
becoming unstable. There was speculation on the part of some Korean 
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watchers in the United States that North Korea had become more threatening 
and violent because of its possession of nuclear weapons; or because of 
domestic instability due to the ongoing preparations for leadership 
succession in the North; or because the North felt it needed to raise tensions 
on the peninsula to ensure a smooth succession; or perhaps “all of the 
above.”  
 
In any event, Secretary Clinton had already reportedly met earlier in the year 
with a group of non-governmental American experts on Korea. According to 
some sources, she expressed concern about the dearth of diplomatic 
communication with North Korea and about potential instability on the 
Korean Peninsula.  
 
The North Korean shelling of Yeonpyeong Island seems to have greatly 
increased such American concern. Publicly, the United States offered full 
support for its South Korean ally. The United States eventually even 
dispatched an aircraft carrier to conduct an exercise off Korea as a show of 
force and support. The United States also seconded South Korean demands 
that North Korea apologize for its attacks and work to improve relations 
with the South.  
 
On the other hand, only about a month after the Yeonpyeong attack, U.S. 
officials held discussions with North Korean counterparts about the 
possibility of resuming U.S. food aid to North Korea. Although the talks 
appear to have begun at the initiative of the North Korean side, the fact that 
the United States would enter into discussions even about humanitarian aid 
so soon after the North Korean attacks suggests that the United States was 
open to using food aid as a way of reducing tensions and managing the 
situation on the peninsula. Two months ago, just before Kim Jong Il’s death, 
there were reports that the United States was close to announcing agreement 
to resume food aid. 
 
Last year, the United States also held talks with North Korea about resuming 
a long-suspended search in North Korea for the remains of American 
missing-in-action from the Korean War. That resulted in an agreement, and 
work by Americans on this in North Korea is scheduled to begin in coming 
weeks. 
 
While continuing to cooperate with South Korea to increase military 
deterrence, the United States’ focus over the past year increasingly seems to 
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have been to reduce tensions and “manage” the situation to at least minimize 
the likelihood of further North Korean attacks or provocative actions. In fact, 
last year, a U.S. official actually publicly said that the U.S. aim was to 
“manage” the situation.   
 
In some respects, though not all, these Obama administration concerns 
meshed with a changing attitude on the part of the South Korean 
administration. President Lee is entering his fifth and final year in office. His 
popularity is down; he increasingly must worry about being treated as a lame 
duck; and the opposition, which is surging in public opinion polling because 
of voters’ concerns about their standard of living, is committed to a 
“sunshine policy” toward North Korea and attacking the Lee administration 
for having only made matters worse with regard to the North. President Lee 
has responded by making public and private gestures of “flexibility” to 
North Korea, while not changing his basic approach. Thus, together the 
United States and South Korea have been supporting a resumption of Six 
Party Talks, which North Korea again began calling for after its sinking of 
the South Korean ship, but on the condition North Korea take some steps 
toward denuclearization, such as freezing some nuclear activities.  
 
The death of Kim Jong Il on December 17 of last year and the immediate 
succession of his son Kim Jong Un have not changed the approaches of the 
Obama and Lee administrations. Both governments carefully calibrated their 
public statements about the leadership change in the North, and the Obama 
administration made clear to North Korea that it was prepared to continue 
talking, including about a resumption of food aid and conditions for 
resuming Six Party Talks. The United States has continued to stress to North 
Korea the importance of its improving relations with South Korea. North 
Korea recently responded with a long and sarcastic statement issued in the 
name of the National Defense Commission making it clear that the new 
leadership in North Korea has no intention of negotiating major issues with 
the outgoing government of President Lee. 
 
In short, the North Korea situation does not look set to improve this year, 
and could get worse. North Korea is certainly continuing to develop its 
nuclear facilities at Yongbyon, and almost certainly in undisclosed locations 
elsewhere as well. If it wishes, it can test another nuclear device or test 
another long-range missile. And despite U.S.-South Korean cooperation, 
there is no guarantee that North Korea will not again attack the South. 
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*   *   *   *   * 
 
In such a situation, it is not surprising that there are critics in the United 
States, South Korea, and elsewhere who say that the Obama administration’s 
North Korea policy has failed, or even that the administration has “no 
policy.” After all, its own stated policy priority toward North Korea is to end 
its nuclear and long-range missile programs. And there is no doubt that, far 
from making progress, the threat is becoming increasingly serious. In fact, 
outgoing Secretary of Defense Gates and other U.S. officials warned last 
year that, with the North’s continued development of nuclear and missile 
programs, it would not be long before North Korea could pose a threat to 
U.S. territory.  
 
But I would argue that the critics are not looking at the situation the way the 
American president must look at it. Let me explain why. 
 
Although the administration’s main stated policy goal toward North Korea is 
ending its nuclear weapons program, and that is indeed very important to the 
United States, its main goal toward the Korean Peninsula as a whole is 
maintaining the security and freedom of its South Korean ally and, to the 
extent consistent with that, peace and stability on the Korean Peninsula.  
 
These policy priorities make it almost impossible for a U.S. government to 
contemplate the ultimate sanction against the North Korean nuclear and 
long-range missile programs, i.e. a military attack on its facilities. The 
United States must fear that any such attack might lead to a devastating 
North Korean counterattack on Seoul. (That was the case even before North 
Korea had nuclear devices—its artillery tubes are de facto weapons of mass 
destruction.) A major North Korean attack on Seoul is in itself almost too 
terrible to contemplate. Worse yet is the possibility that such a North Korean 
attack might bring the United States and China into direct military 
confrontation.  
 
Well, why then doesn’t the United States take the opposite approach and 
offer significantly greater incentives to North Korea to end its nuclear and 
missile programs? Here the answer is more complicated, but equally clear.  
 
After two decades of diplomatic exchanges with North Korea, the United 
States today probably trusts the regime even less than when bilateral talks 
first began. In laying any major new package of incentives on the table, 
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American officials would have to fear that North Korea would simply 
“pocket” the proffered concessions, and adopt an even harder line in 
negotiations. 
 
Even if the American president himself were willing to take that risk, he 
must take into account the views of Congress and public opinion. Almost no 
one in the United States now believes that North Korea is prepared to 
abandon nuclear weapons in the foreseeable future. Moreover, due to the 
nature of the Pyongyang regime and its behavior and rhetoric, North Korea 
has become the country Americans most love to hate. In American popular 
culture, North Korea is now the country of choice as the villain or butt of 
video war games, spy movies, comedies, and the like. But most major 
incentives that the U.S. government could offer North Korea would require 
Congressional funding or approval, and this would be exceedingly difficult 
to obtain.  
 
Is it any wonder, then, that the Obama administration is very cautious in its 
dealings with North Korea? If you are still in doubt as to why, you need only 
watch one of the Republican presidential debates for their criticism of 
Obama administration foreign policy generally.  
 
And at this point I also need to return briefly to the subject of Iran. Iran is a 
different case from North Korea for several reasons, and one of them is the 
threat it poses to Israel. Israel’s response is to threaten military attacks on 
Iran’s nuclear facilities. The Obama administration, instead, is doing its best 
to use diplomatic measures to end Iran’s nuclear weapons programs. Any 
concessions that the United States might make to a North Korea that already 
has nuclear weapons will be regarded by many in the United States and the 
international community as a whole as encouraging Iran in its defiance of 
the international community. This factor also further complicates the 
domestic political situation in the United States for considering concessions 
to North Korea.  
 

*   *   *   *   * 
 
Since even most critics of U.S. policy now believe North Korea is unlikely 
to give up nuclear weapons in the foreseeable future, some reason that we 
need to make smaller-scale concessions to North Korea in exchange for the 
regime’s taking smaller-scale steps on its nuclear weapons and missile 
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programs, such as allowing international inspections and promising not to 
conduct further tests.  
 
These critics know that Secretary Clinton declared in 2009 that the United 
States was not interested in such “half measures” or, as Defense Secretary 
Gates put it, “buying the same horse twice.” But they argue that North Korea 
has in the meantime only accelerated its nuclear programs and attacked our 
ally South Korea. Surely, we need to be practical and seek measures such as 
freezes, if only to slow the pace of North Korea’s nuclear and missile 
development.  
 
That is, in fact, what it appears to me the Obama administration is now 
trying to do. Here the devil is in the details, or rather the terms of any 
agreement, with everything being complicated by the strategic and domestic 
political considerations I have already outlined.  
 
North Korea’s position seems to have become even more rigid, its demands 
even greater, over the past decade. Meanwhile, for the reasons already noted, 
the United States government is unwilling, even unable, to offer North 
Korea much in the way of aid and concessions.  
 
This apparent chasm in expectations between the two sides presumably 
explains why it is taking so long for the United States and North Korea to 
agree on a resumption of food aid and a return to Six Party Talks.  
 
Another factor that the American president must take into account is that 
conservative South Koreans and some Japanese are increasingly concerned 
that the United States has “accepted,” or will accept, North Korea having 
nuclear weapons. They are worried about North Korea using nuclear 
weapons to threaten them, and they have raised doubts whether the United 
States will always defend them, especially after North Korea becomes able 
to deliver nuclear warheads directly to American soil. Thus, there are 
already public debates in both countries about whether they should develop 
their own nuclear weapons.  
 
If the United States makes anything more than relatively minor concessions 
to North Korea for temporary or half measures on nuclear and missile 
programs, many South Koreans will conclude that the United States has in 
fact accepted North Korea’s indefinite possession of nuclear weapons. 
Meanwhile, all South Koreans know that the United States has prevented 
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their country from developing nuclear weapons and has severely limited the 
range and payload of their missiles. The United States might say that 
temporary and half measures are intended merely as steps along the road to 
the complete denuclearization of North Korea, but South Koreans will not 
believe such a statement and conservative South Koreans will not accept it if 
the U.S. has to make a substantial payment for such North Korean measures. 
The long-term consequences for the U.S. alliances with Seoul and Tokyo 
could be profound.  
 

*   *   *   *   * 
 
As I see the situation of the Obama administration, it really doesn’t have 
much wiggle room in dealing with North Korea. Given American interests, I 
think that the Obama administration’s basic approach has been optimal. It 
has kept its strategic priorities straight: it has prevented war on the peninsula 
and it has not given North Korea false hope that the United States will have 
normal relations with it as long as it has nuclear weapons. The U.S. 
administration has cooperated very well with its allies and friends; and it has 
kept the door open to a negotiated settlement with North Korea if and when 
the regime decides to try to deal seriously, on reasonable terms. 
 
My criticisms of the Obama policy are relatively few and small.  
 
First, and most important, I suspect that the Obama administration 
misinterpreted the North Korean provocations of 2010. Obama 
administration leaders seem to have worried that North Korea, because of its 
nuclear devices or leadership dynamics, was beginning to feel invulnerable 
and thus liable to engage in even worse provocations. Moreover, Seoul was 
angry and declaring it would retaliate against future attacks.  
 
I think American prudence and caution in such a hotspot as the Korean 
Peninsula is well warranted. But I believe that North Korea’s attacks were 
probably carefully calculated, limited actions intended to intimidate the 
United States, punish President Lee, and further polarize domestic opinion in 
South Korea.  
 
Pyongyang is very well informed about such matters, and most likely it 
concluded that its political-military actions were quite successful in 
accomplishing its intended goals. The fact that the United States began 
discussing a resumption of humanitarian food aid with North Korea only a 
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month after North Korea’s attack on Yeonpyeong Island probably reinforced 
such a conclusion in Pyongyang.  
 
If I am correct—and I may not be (the Obama administration may know of 
risks to which I am not privy), North Korea will be even likelier in future to 
resort again to such violent political-military campaigns. 
 
My second criticism concerns food aid in particular. Like preceding 
American administrations, the Obama administration says that it treats food 
aid as a purely humanitarian issue. But it seems clear, including from 
unguarded public statements by administration officials themselves, that the 
administration is at least implicitly linking food aid to North Korean steps to 
limit their nuclear and missile programs.  
 
I suppose this is understandable in the sense that there are so few things that 
the Obama administration can give North Korea for nuclear and missile 
steps.  
 
But the linkage does raise concerns. 
 
If the food situation in North Korea really is serious enough to warrant a 
share of limited American food aid resources but the aid is being held up due 
to nuclear bargaining, then innocent North Koreans are suffering, despite our 
protestations of humanitarianism. 
 
If, on the other hand, the food shortage is not as serious as it is in a number 
of other countries, the United States would be shortchanging hungry or even 
starving people in other countries if it gave food aid to North Korea.  
 
And, in that case, the United States would be providing food aid 
preferentially to North Korea, a country that has defied U.S. calls for it to 
end its nuclear programs and that has attacked our ally South Korea. How 
would Pyongyang’s leaders interpret that? 
 
It is very difficult for citizens to know the actual situation. The United States 
has provided essentially no information to the public about its assessment of 
the food situation in North Korea and how it compares to the situation of 
other needy peoples.  
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Third, I give the Obama administration the highest marks for its close 
consultation and coordination with the South Korean government on North 
Korea. I doubt that the coordination between the two countries was ever 
better. And such coordination is key, because South Korea and North Korea 
are the two major players in Korean Peninsula affairs; South Korea is our 
ally and far more successful and important than North Korea; and experience 
shows that if South Korea and the United States do not adopt a shared 
approach to North Korea, the situation will only worsen.  
 
But it appears to me that the Obama administration has been negligent in not 
reaching out more to the opposition in South Korea. President Obama, who 
is very popular among the young people of South Korea, should himself 
have taken a few hours during his visits to Seoul to appeal to them, and other 
senior U.S. officials should have made greater efforts to meet opposition 
leaders, establish personal relationships, and explain American thinking 
about the Korean Peninsula. The failure to do so may hurt U.S. interests, 
especially if the South Korean opposition wins the legislative and 
presidential elections this year. 
 

*   *   *   *   * 
 
So there you have my frank assessment of the Obama administration’s North 
Korea policy.  
 
All that is left, I think, is to talk briefly about prospects for the future. 
 
I think that the main variables on the Korean Peninsula in the coming twelve 
months will be the presidential elections in the United States and South 
Korea and what happens in regard to Iran.  
 
If South Koreans choose a center-left candidate as president, he or she will 
most likely pursue a variation on the sunshine policy. That policy, started by 
the late President Kim Dae-jung and continued by his successor, the late 
President Roh Moo-hyun, is premised on the belief that North Korea cannot 
be forced to give up nuclear weapons. Only long-term support and 
reassurance can create a situation in which North Korea will eventually 
realize that it does not need nuclear weapons.  
 
If President Obama is re-elected, he will find it very difficult to adapt his 
policy to such a South Korean approach, but it might be possible for him to 
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cooperate with his South Korean counterpart on some North Korea issues 
and to agree to disagree on others. If the Republican candidate becomes 
president, the difficulty of the United States working together with a center-
left South Korean president will most likely be even greater.  
 
And then, there is the Iranian issue again. In the unlikely event that Iran 
peacefully gives up its nuclear weapons program, or begins to give it up, 
between now and the beginning of 2013, it might open up new possibilities 
for U.S.-South Korean diplomacy with North Korea. If, on the other hand, 
the Iranian situation does not improve or worsens, it will be even more 
difficult for the United States to deal with North Korea.  
 

*   *   *   *   * 
 
In conclusion, I must say that, despite the serious situation on the Korean 
Peninsula, I am reasonably confident about the future. The United States 
ally, the Republic of Korea, has over the past six decades won the 
competition with the anachronistic regime in the North in all respects. The 
only things that North Korea has that the South doesn’t are nuclear weapons 
and long-range missiles. The North apparently thinks that these are 
guarantors of its survival, but over the long term they serve only to blind its 
leaders to the political and economic reforms they really need to take.  
 
The United States and South Korea certainly do not want war, and they are 
powerful enough to defeat any full-scale North Korean attack, something 
that the North Korean leaders clearly realize. Under the current trajectory, 
South Korea will only grow stronger and North Korea weaker. 
 
If the United States and South Korea, individually and together as allies, 
continue to take a principled, long-term approach to North Korea, and to 
implement that policy consistently and prudently, there is every prospect that 
South Korea will remain free, secure, and prosperous, and that North Korea 
will eventually began a process of positive change.  
 

 
 
 

END 


