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On February 25, 2011, the East Asia Institute 
hosted a Smart Talk Seminar with Mr. Hitoshi 
Tanaka (Japan Center for International Ex-
change) who presented his views on the North 
Korean nuclear issue, the opportunities, risks, 
and challenges in East Asia, and the role of the 
related parties including China, Japan, South 
Korea, and the United States.  
 
 
Summary of the Seminar 

 
The rise of China and the recent provocations 
by North Korea pose both traditional and 
non-traditional threats in East Asia. Assessing 
them as opportunities and risks, Tanaka Hito-
shi suggests a ‘Comprehensive Settlement’ 
which involves more active engagement from 
the related parties: South Korea, the United 
States, Japan, and China. He draws these ideas 
from his own experience as a career diplomat 
and having conducted over 30 rounds of ne-
gotiations with North Korea.  

Pointing out that North Korea is quite 
sensitive to international relations and that 
they actually try desperately to create benefi-
cial relations with the other states, he noted 
the precondition for the North’s negotiation 
has been provocation. For example, Pyon-
gyang does not want to look weak while pur-
suing their national interests and that is why 
they revealed the existence of highly enriched 
uranium (HEU) facilities is November 2010.  

An effective and immediate means to 
deal with the North Korean nuclear issue is 
called for, but the Six-Party Talks is a bit too 

premature since it is merely for crisis man-
agement. In order not to undermine the inter-
ests of Seoul and Washington, the two major 
stakeholders of security on the Korean Penin-
sula, three sets of bilateral meetings are 
needed. Mr. Tanaka acknowledged that there 
is no common negotiation goal among the 
United States, Japan, and South Korea. Wash-
ington is concentrating on the nonprolifera-
tion while Seoul is focusing more on crisis 
management, and Tokyo wants to settle the 
abduction issue, denuclearization, and norma-
lization of relation. He emphasized, though, 
that despite the clear difference in each agen-
da of the three, dialogue between the two Ko-
reas should come first in a more comprehen-
sive way, with assistance from the United 
States and Japan. In order to successfully con-
clude the dialogue, Seoul needs to make a de-
cision on what they truly want to achieve 
through bilateral talks, by closely consulting 
with Washington and Tokyo.  

Another opportunity and risk come from 
the fact that China is shifting the power bal-
ance in the East Asia region. In 2001 when 
China just had joined the World Trade Organ-
ization (WTO), it invested a great deal in im-
proving political relations with Japan, the big-
gest economy in the region at that time. In 
2010, however, China became more aggressive 
as seen in the case of conflict regarding Sen-
kaku islands and it reflected Beijing’s growing 
confidence following its rapid economic de-
velopment, having caught up with Japan’s eco-
nomic size. Still, China’s role in dealing with 
North Korea is crucial because when it comes 
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to North Korea, China shares a common ob-
jective with the other neighboring states. The 
bottom line for China is that they do not want 
to see North Korea collapse because of the 
territorial integrity issue regarding ethnic Ko-
rean minorities residing in China. At the same 
time, China does not support the further de-
velopment of North Korea’s nuclear weapons 
program either. China seriously considers the 
possibility of a nuclear domino in the region 
and would put some efforts toward the denuc-
learization of the Korean Peninsula.  

The year 2012 is critical for the Korean 
Peninsula as well as for East Asia. It is the year 
for leadership transition in South Korea, the 
United States, and China, and at the same 
time, it is when North Korea declared itself to 
become a strong and prosperous state. We 
need to plan ahead of time for these changes 
of circumstances in 2012 and prepare for both 
military and non-military contingency plan-
ning against North Korea. In the process, co-
operation with China is indispensable and 
Japan and South Korea are capable of making 
the necessary changes in the international 
political environment in East Asia so that 
China will be able to change. At the same time, 
the balance can only be provided by the Unit-
ed States, so relation among the three is vital. 
We need to develop confidence in order to 
settle the Trilateral Summit of China, Japan 
and Korea and maybe another trilateral 
among the United States, China and Japan 
could be arranged. Furthermore, the im-
proved relations among all of the above could 
contribute to the development of an economic 
and social policy coordination mechanism in 
East Asia. ■ 
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