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The nuclear tes t by the DPRK has  led to  a predictable deluge o f hype and hypo crisy, amids t a dearth o f info rmed and sens ible co mment.
Po liticians , and jo urnalis ts , have reveled in the s ituatio n. No rth Ko rea is  a co nvenient whipping bo y, with few friends . It tends  to  be
exco riated acro ss  the po litical spectrum. Since it is  a small co untry targeted by the wo rld’s  superpo wer, which, tho ugh hemo rrhaging and
perhaps  in relative decline, s till po ssesses  such fo rmidable po litical, eco no mic and military po wer that no  co untry, o r internatio nal civil
servant fo r that matter, dares  o penly speak up, even if they so  des ired. Po liticians  have has tened to  express  mo ral o utrage even if, and
perhaps  especially if, they co me fro m co untries  which have many nuclear weapo ns  and have co nducted tes ts . Jo urnalis ts  have been
having a field day, many delighting in the o ppo rtunity to  write lurid s to ries  unencumbered by the need to  check facts  and qualify
o pinio ns . Under the circumstances , it is  mo re necessary than ever befo re to  keep a clear head and try to  disentangle fact fro m fantasy,
to  unearth what has  been go ing o n, and what is  likely to  happen.

Despite Senato r Jo hn McCain’s  attack o n Clinto n’s  Ko rea po licy, it is  clear that this  particular bo mb is  very much the go dchild o f the
Bush adminis tratio n. [1] Witho ut having any illus io ns  abo ut Clinto n (o r Kim Jo ng Il), it is  useful to  remind o urselves  what wo uld
pro bably have happened had the Agreed Framewo rk, s igned in 1994 between the US and the DPRK, actually been implemented. Had the
Bush adminis tratio n co ntinued with that agreement rather than tearing it up, then things  wo uld almo s t certainly be very different. It is
well kno wn that the Clinto n adminis tratio n was  dilato ry in implementing the agreement. By the time it left o ffice the Light Water Reacto rs
(LWRs) were years  behind schedule, and, altho ugh Secretary o f State Albright did vis it Pyo ngyang in Octo ber 2000, little pro gress  had
been made o n Pyo ngyang’s  key diplo matic go al, the no rmalizatio n o f relatio ns  with the US. [2] Lo ss  o f co ntro l o f Co ngress  was  part o f
part o f the reaso n fo r this , altho ugh it may have o wed so mething to  the dawning realizatio n that the DPRK was  no t go ing to  co llapse
anytime so o n. Ho wever, the Agreed Framewo rk was  s till in place and, under pressure fro m Seo ul, Washingto n was  mo ving to  ho no r its
co mmitments . The Albright vis it was  certainly seen by Pyo ngyang as  an indicatio n o f that. [3] The Bush adminis tratio n reversed this
pro cess .

Had the LWRs  been co mpleted and co mmiss io ned, the electricity sho rtage, which impacts  so  heavily o n indus try, agriculture, and o n the
life o f o rdinary peo ple, wo uld be much mitigated, and perhaps  o n the way to ward a so lutio n. The electricity grid is  quite inadequate, it is
said, and there are myriad pro blems  acro ss  the eco no my, including lack o f spare parts  and o il, wo rn o ut machinery, ill-maintained ro ad
and rail netwo rks , etc. The LWRs  wo uld have been no  panacea but, in the co ntext o f the res t o f the agreement and warming No rth-So uth
eco no mic relatio ns , wo uld have made a crucial co ntributio n to  eco no mic reco very. The Agreed Framewo rk also  pro mised that the US
wo uld no t threaten nuclear attack and wo uld lift sanctio ns  and mo ve to wards  the no rmalisatio n o f relatio ns  between the two  co untries .
Illus io ns  abo ut Kim Jo ng Il are no t an is sue because under the agreement the DPRK fro nt-lo aded its  co ncess io n – the mo thballing o f the
reacto r – in return fo r pro mises  fro m the US. With every pass ing day Pyo ngyang had mo re reaso n to  press  fo r the agreement’s
implementatio n, and less  reaso n to  break it. Crucially, that includes  the alleged clandes tine uranium-enrichment pro gram fo r nuclear
weapo ns . 

Inco mplete light water reacto r in 
No rth Ko rea

Had this  plan fo r peace been carried o ut, and had the DPRK been able to  o pen its  eco no my, receive fo reign inves tment (s till mo re had it
received co mpensatio n fro m Japan fo r the co lo nial perio d in the co ntext o f no rmalizatio n o f relatio ns ), and expand its  expo rts , then we
can reaso nably surmise that the eco no my wo uld be o n the way to  reco very and the life o f the peo ple greatly impro ved. Indeed so me in
the bus iness  co mmunity co ns ider that if the o ppo rtunities  pro mised by the Agreed Framewo rk had eventuated, then the No rth Ko rean
eco no my co uld have taken o ff, and co uld s till do  so . [4]

In particular, there is  every reaso n to  believe that the 9  Octo ber tes t wo uld no t have been carried o ut and No rth Ko rea wo uld no t have
extracted pluto nium fro m its  Yo ngbyo n reacto r to  build a nuclear deterrent. Had the LWRs  been co mpleted, Yo ngbyo n wo uld have been
dismantled and shipped o ut o f the co untry. The DPRK wo uld no t have had the capability, no r the reaso n, to  carry o ut the nuclear tes t.
No r, in peaceful circumstances , wo uld it have carried o ut the miss ile tes ts  in July.

No rth Ko rean miss ile

The Bush adminis tratio n to re up the Agreed Framewo rk because, it claimed, the DPRK had a secret pro gramme to  enrich uranium as  a
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‘s eco nd path’ to  nuclear weapo ns . It has  no t pro duced any evidence to  back up its  allegatio ns , and the Washingto n Po s t has  no ted that
‘intelligence o fficials  said they canno t subs tantiate… that Pyo ngyang is  already enriching uranium’. [5] The Chinese have made it clear
that they do  no t believe the charges , and it is  s ignificant that the Jo int Statement o f 19  September 2005 at the Six Party Talks  made no
mentio n o f uranium, pro bably at Chinese ins is tence. [6] 

The bas is  o f the recent US accusatio ns  seems  to  be the s tatements  extracted fro m Pakis tan by a co mbinatio n o f bribery and threats
(“We will bo mb yo u back to  the Sto ne Age”, acco rding to  Musharraf). [7] No  o ne can be certain that No rth Ko rea do es  no t have, o r had, a
pro gramme fo r develo ping uranium-based weapo ns; as  Rums feld himself has  po inted o ut (in respect o f Pakis tan), “Yo u can’t pro ve a
negative”. [8 ] Ho wever, the public evidence is  very thin and the assertio ns  have a curio us  his to ry. 

Selig Harriso n, writing in Fo reign Affairs  in 2005 has  sugges ted that the DPRK did indeed have a mo des t uranium enrichment pro gram,
but fo r pro ducing fuel fo r the anticipated LWRs . [9] No t so , argued Mitchell B. Reis s , fo rmer Directo r o f Po licy Planning at the State
Department, and Ro bert L. Gallucci, who  had nego tiated the Agreed Framewo rk fo r Clinto n. In the next is sues  o f Fo reign Affairs  they
claimed that the Bush adminis tratio n had ‘clear evidence’ o f a weapo ns  pro gram, that this  has  been shared with the o ther co untries  in
the Six Party Talks , and in any case fuel was  unnecessary s ince No rth Ko rea wo uld have been ass is ted to  secure a fo reign supply. [10]
On the las t po int it will be recalled that security o f the nuclear energy fuel cycle is  a key is sue in the current co nfro ntatio n between Iran
and the United States . Mo reo ver, it is  said that the techno lo gy, which fo und its  way to  the DPRK via Pakis tan, o riginated in Wes tern
Euro pe in the early 1970s  in a pro gram des igned to  pro vide secure fuel fo r Britain, Germany and the Netherlands , independent o f the
United States . [11]

Gallucci returned to  the fray in No vember 2006  claiming that No rth Ko rea had been cheating by ‘secretly receiving co mpo nents  fo r a gas -
centrifuge uranium-enrichment facility fro m Pakis tan’. The Clinto n adminis tratio n knew abo ut this , was  planning to  take it up with
Pyo ngyang, but ‘time ran o ut’, he co ntends . The Bush adminis tratio n ho wever co nfro nted Pyo ngyang and ‘abando ned the Agreed
Framewo rk’. [12] Gallucci do es  no t sugges t that the Bush adminis tratio n had new info rmatio n, o r that the s ituatio n had changed. The
article is  a clear criticism o f Bush po licy, but with a gentleness  which says  a lo t abo ut the limitatio ns  and pro to co ls  o f American elite
fo reign po licy debate. It do es  no t, ho wever, address  the central is sue o f why the Agreed Framewo rk was  abando ned, and the time and
manner that was  do ne. The timing, Jo nathan Po llack has  argued, was  due to  US fears  that the Kim-Ko izumi summit o f September 2002
wo uld bring abo ut a Pyo ngyang-To kyo  rappro chement which wo uld undercut US s trategy regio nal and glo bal. [13]

The Clinto n adminis tratio n o bvio us ly did no t feel that whatever co ncerns  it had abo ut the alleged uranium enrichment jus tif ied
abro gating its  agreement with Pyo ngyang. Indeed, it came under fierce attack in 1999  fro m Representative Benjamin A. Gilman,
(Republican) Chairman o f the Ho use Internatio nal Relatio ns  Co mmittee who  asserted “that there is  s ignificant evidence that No rth
Ko rea is  co ntinuing its  activities  to  develo p nuclear weapo ns . Remarkably, No rth Ko rea's  effo rts  to  acquire uranium techno lo gies , that
is , a seco nd path to  nuclear weapo ns , and their effo rts  to  weapo nize their nuclear material do  no t vio late the 1994 Agreed Framewo rk.
That is  because the Clinto n Adminis tratio n did no t succeed in nego tiating a deal with No rth Ko rea that wo uld ban such effo rts .” [14]

Whether the Bush adminis tratio n did have co mpelling evidence in 2002 that the s ituatio n warranted dras tic actio n is  unkno wn. Given the
adminis tratio n’s  reco rd o ver Iraq, its  attempts  to  ‘mis lead allies ’ o ver spurio us  claims  o f No rth Ko rean nuclear expo rts  to  Libya, and the
recent repo rt o n Iran that was  attacked by UN inspecto rs  as  ‘o utrageo us  and disho nes t’, it seems  much mo re likely that the American
claim was  bo gus  and des igned to  des tro y Clinto n’s  agreement rather than being based o n any s ignificant evidence that the DPRK had a
meaningful pro gram. [15]

What happens  no w? Even if the DPRK do es  manage to  develo p a mo des t deliverable nuclear weapo n, and that is  pro bably a lo ng way o ff,
it is  no t, in itself, the threat that the hype wo uld have us  believe. Fo r a small co untry faced with an adversary o f o verwhelming
superio rity, a nuclear weapo n with undemo ns trated launch capability, co uld o nly be used as  a las t reso rt, if, fo r example, the US was
actually mo unting an invas io n. The US co uld use nuclear weapo ns  o ffens ively agains t a No rth Ko rea, o r an Iran, but it do es  no t wo rk the
o ther way ro und. If it had the capability, No rth Ko rea co uld co nceivably threaten So uth Ko rea, Japan, o r ultimately the co ntinental US
itself, no t as  ‘blackmail’ to  extract co ncess io ns , as  is  frequently alleged, but o nly to  deter. Altho ugh bluff, pre-emptio n, o r
miscalculatio n, are all po ss ible elements , they are o vershado wed by the disparity in po wer. ‘Firs t use’ wo uld bring o verwhelming
retaliatio n. Pyo ngyang has  also  said it will no t trans fer nuclear weapo ns—‘the DPRK will never use nuclear weapo ns  firs t but s trictly
pro hibit any threat o f nuclear weapo ns  and nuclear trans fer’—and this  seems  plaus ible. [16] The specter o f ‘No rth Ko rea selling nuclear
weapo ns  to  terro ris ts ’ and s imilar lurid phantasmago rias  are o ften raised, fueling public parano ia. [17] Info rmed co mmentato rs  tend to
dis co unt such fears , if fo r no  o ther reaso ns  than limited supply and fear o f detectio n. [18] Except, again, if the enemy was  at the gates ,
when presumably all co ns traints  might be o ff. 

Whils t the po ss ibility o f nuclear co ntaminatio n fro m tes ting is  an is sue, the real danger aris ing o ut o f the DPRK tes t, and the o ne that
particularly wo rries  the Chinese, is  that it co uld well pro vide the s timulus , and excuse, fo r o thers  to  go  nuclear – So uth Ko rea, Taiwan,
but mo s t likely, and mo s t co nsequentially, Japan. Under new Prime Minis ter Abe Shinzo , Japan is  mo ving, with US enco uragement, to
scrap its  ‘Peace Co ns titutio n’ and beco me a ‘no rmal co untry’ by co mpleting its  remilitarisatio n. It has  a large nuclear po wer indus try,
ro ckets , an arms  budget co mparable to  that o f China and Russ ia, and a fo rmidable techno lo gical base. Japan co uld quite so o n beco me a
majo r nuclear weapo ns  s tate, with full-spectrum military capabilities , an o ptio n that is  being publically dis cussed by figures  clo se to  the
adminis tratio n. This  in turn wo uld spark an arms  race with China. [19]

Here, perhaps , is  the clue to  what has  been happening. Did the adminis tratio n kno w when it s crapped the Agreed Framewo rk that the
DPRK wo uld end up develo ping a pluto nium bo mb? We do n’t kno w, but it can be do cumented that at every s tage o f the pro cess  as  the
DPRK o ffered to  nego tiate away its  nuclear pro gramme, the US refused, predictably fo rcing Pyo ngyang to  take the next s tep. Similarly, by
impo s ing financial sanctio ns  o n Pyo ngyang o n the bas is  o f unsubs tantiated allegatio ns  o f co unterfeiting, the US derailed the Six Party
Talks  after the Chinese-drafted jo int s tatement o f 19  September 2005 o ffered a way to  reso lve the cris is . [20] All parties , including the
United States , s igned that agreement, which s tarted unraveling befo re the day was  o ut. [21]

Is  the DPRK nuclear weapo n an unintended co nsequence o f inept Bush adminis tratio n po licy as  many o f its  o ppo nents  argue, o r is  it the
pro duct o f intelligent des ign? To  the peo ple who  bro ught us  murder and mayhem in the Middle Eas t, a remilitarized and nuclear armed
Japan to  co mplement a nuclear India o n the o ther s ide o f China might seem des irable. Especially if it pro duced an arms  race that wo uld
sap the ris ing eco no mic challenge o f China. On to p o f which, the cris is  may well abo rt Pres ident Ro h Mo o -hyun’s  plans  to  regain co ntro l
o f the military fro m the Americans  and might o pen up the po ss ibility o f the Pentago n being able to  deplo y So uth Ko rean, and Japanese,
tro o ps  in co mbat to  bo ls ter hard-pressed US fo rces  elsewhere in the wo rld. This  is  no t to  say, o f co urse, that there was  so me so rt o f



co ncerted co nspiracy. Fo r o ne thing, the adminis tratio n is  divided; ‘realis ts ’ versus  ‘neo co ns ’ is  o ne fo rmulatio n. In the event, the
neo co ns  may have calculated that the chances  o f No rth Ko rea develo ping an effective nuclear weapo n were s light co mpared with the
benefits  likely to  flo w fro m an aggress ive po licy. The prize wo uld be wo rth the risks . 

To  what degree the nuclear tes t led to  the agreement o f 31 Octo ber to  resume the Six Party Talks  is  unclear. Obvio us ly it made it even
mo re impo rtant fo r China to  get the talks  res tarted, to  attempt to  fo res tall Japanese mo ves  to  nuclearise, if fo r no  o ther reaso n. What
pressure Beijing was  willing to  impo se o n Pyo ngyang, and able to  impo se o n Washingto n remains  uncertain, altho ugh there are rumo rs .
In particular, it was  sugges ted in So uth Ko rea that so me agreement had been reached with Washingto n o n financial sanctio ns  and No rth
Ko rea has  explicitly said that “The DPRK decided to  return to  the s ix-party talks  o n the premise that the is sue o f lifting financial
sanctio ns  will be dis cussed and settled between the DPRK and the U.S”. [22] The lo o ming mid-term electio ns  in the US, and the sho rt-
term advantage o f claiming a diplo matic victo ry at a time when the Iraq and Afghan wars  sho w s igns  o f implo ding, may well have
influenced the Adminis tratio n’s  calculatio ns .

Ho wever, it seems  unlikely at this  s tage that the resumed talks  will pro duce much in the way o f subs tantial pro gress . The underlying
realities  and s trategic po licies  o f all s ix parties  remain unchanged.

This  is  a revised, expanded and anno tated vers io n o f the No vember is sue o f Pyo ngyang Repo rt. Po s ted at Japan Fo cus  o n Octo ber 6 ,
2006.

Tim Beal is  the autho r o f No rth Ko rea: The Struggle Agains t American Po wer, Senio r Lecturer at Victo ria Univers ity o f Wellingto n and the
edito r o f The Pyo ngyang Repo rt. 
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