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TENSION HAS BEEN GROWING ON THE KOREAN PENINSULA
after the fourth nuclear test by North Korea, followed
by UNSC Resolution 2270 and by countermeasures
by individual nations against North Korea. The two
opposing parties, South Korea and international soci-
ety on the one hand and North Korea on the other,
are volleying reciprocal hostile actions and words
back and forth. This string of events is nothing new
to those who follow events on the Korean Peninsula
and most will recognize this back and forth as indica-
tive of a much broad and “vicious” cycle — North
Korean nuclear tests, the resultant sanctions by the
United Nations, and negotiations to alleviate the ten-
sion — that has thus far continued relatively unabat-
ed for over a decade.

South Korea’s role in addressing the nuclear is-
sue of North Korea has been limited, even though it
is the core stakeholder most acutely affected by
North Korea’s continuing provocations. South Korea
needs to contribute to ending the long standing in-
security not only for itself but for all concerned
states including North Korea. To do so, first it is
necessary to understand why the UN’s previous res-
olutions and sanctions have failed to achieve their
goal — denuclearization of North Korea or at a min-
imum slowing down its nuclear development — and
what should be done in order to make the sanctions

regime effective.

First Divide: Collective Efforts of the UN

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) Resolu-
tion 2270 represents one of the strongest responses by
the international community to North Korea's contin-
ued development of nuclear weapons and ballistic mis-
siles. Compared to past resolutions, the proscriptions
are more detailed and wide-ranging,' and it may well
be the strongest sanctions imposed by the council in
20 years.> The fact that the new resolution was co-
sponsored by a record number of more than 50 coun-
tries is definitely an encouraging sign as well.> In order
to achieve the stated goal of denuclearizing North Korea,
however, political pressure must be backed up by the
ability to change Pyongyang’s calculus. Keeping in mind
past failures to break the vicious cycle mentioned above,
the first step is to demonstrate that sanctions regime
hinges not on the language of the resolution but the

ability to effectively implement each line of it.
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Despite the fact that the world has come together
in condemnation of North Korea's nuclear tests to pass
numerous UNSC resolutions, Pyongyang has contin-
ued developing its nuclear and ballistic missile pro-
grams.? This leads one to conclude that implementa-
tion of the sanctions has not been efficient enough to
prevent North Korean circumvention. Indeed, the
number of countries that submitted their respective
implementation reports to the UNSC, as called upon
by past resolutions regarding North Korea, remains
stagnant at about 50 percent to date (see Table 1).° In
terms of region, about 98 percent of European coun-
tries submitted their implementation reports while
only about 11 percent of African countries did so.
About 40 to 50 percent of countries in Asia, the Amer-
icas, and the Middle East submitted their implementa-
tion reports to the UNSC (see Table 2). Of course,
submitting these reports alone does not mean sanc-
tions are going to be effectively implemented. But we
must realize that, in theory, 50 percent of countries
pledging to implement UNSC measures could also

mean that North Korea can still reach out to at least

Table 1. Implementation Report Submission
by UN Member States

Resolutions Count (% of total)

Resolution 1718 (2006) 78 (40.6%)

Resolution 1874 (2009) 57 (29.7%)

Resolution 2094 (2013) 29 (15.1%)

Number of member states that
. 101 (52.6%)
submitted a report at least once

*As of March, 2016

Table 2. Implementation Report Submission
by Region

Region Submitted ls)lllgr?:tt I({;Ot)e
Asia 17 19 47.2
America 15 20 429
Europe 53 1 98.1
Middle East Asia 10 10 50.0
Africa 5 41 10.9
Total 101 91 52.6

*As of March, 2016

the other 50 percent of countries in the world, which is
an easy environment for its circumvention technique.
This suggests there is more to be done if the newest
sanctions against North Korea are going to be effective.

Implementing the new UNSC resolution for sanc-
tioning North Korea requires countries to pay their
own costs. While most countries would agree on the
gravity of the threat posed by North Korea's nuclear
weapons and ballistic missiles, some countries might
feel that it is against their best interest to put too much
effort into implementing the sanctions while others
may simply lack the resources to do so. The latest sanc-
tions introduced by the Resolution 2270 are both de-
manding as well as dependent on the implementing
country’s discretion.® Realizing that there is a limit to
what the UN body can do in terms of enforcement, that
responsibility would ultimately fall under the collective
willingness of the international community. In that
sense, countries need to be more open for greater col-
laboration when it comes to sanctions implementation.

There is another reason why we should count on
member states’ good will to collaborate against a nucle-
ar threat. Each phrase in the resolution requires inter-
pretation when applied in the real world. How are “lux-
ury” goods defined? Or how are energy resources asso-
ciated with nuclear development and civilian use cate-
gorized? Rules and legal statements cannot perfectly
capture all real world possibilities. Therefore, we need
to interpret them in the light of the law’s basic aim.
However, on the international level, the interpretation is
more autonomous, and often dependent upon individual
state’s national interests. This makes it even more diffi-
cult to implement international regulations according to
their original spirit. Therefore, creating a shared vision
and will among member states who signed the resolution
is crucial and demands collaboration.

Then how can we achieve such collaboration?
The most obvious step countries need to take is ful-
filling the UNSC requirements, which include submit-
ting the implementation report pursuant to Resolu-

tion 2270. Likewise, the Panel of Experts under the
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UN's North Korea sanctions committee should be able
to release more information to the public on what it
has found in terms of member states’ violations of the
sanctions.” In doing so, more interested countries
should be able to encourage others to cooperate while
offering technical and other forms of assistance should
such assistance be necessary. Raising the audience cost
of sub-par implementation through increased moni-
toring is another important approach to keep the in-
ternational community in line. In this regard, leading
countries with special interest in WMD and nonpro-
liferation should take the initiative to persuade and
encourage member states’ participation in the sanc-
tion regime, thus overcoming limitations of the UN’s
multilateral system. If this can be achieved through
delicately organizing a sanction network, the resolu-
tion should apply increased pressure on Pyongyang
forcing recalculation of its gains and losses obtained

through development of nuclear weapons.

Second Divide: Regional Key Actors’
Changing Positions

The sanctions outlined in Resolution 2270 have the
strong support of all the key stakeholders in the North
Korea denuclearization talks and all agree that the goal
of the sanctions is to bring about North Korean com-
pliance with international law. The leading role of the
key stakeholders is essential not only in effective im-
plementation of the international sanctions, but also
in bringing peace to a denuclearized Korean Peninsula
by breaking out of the vicious cycle. And denucleari-
zation and a permanent peace treaty are the two main
issues which key stakeholders must negotiate. While a
consensus to realize denuclearization first and then
negotiate a peace treaty previously existed, the posi-
tions of some states has become more fluid as of late
causing concern over the order of which these two
important steps should be taken.

The default position of the U.S. and China enter-
ing 2016 can be roughly described as adhering to the

2005 Joint Statement of the Six-Party Talks which pre-
scribed that peace treaty negotiations would be held in
a forum outside of the Six-Party Talks, essentially
meaning that denuclearization would take place first
followed by a peace treaty.® This is reflected in a
statement made by a spokesperson for the Chinese
Foreign Ministry on March 6, 2013 following North
Korea’s third nuclear test, “a peace mechanism should
replace the armistice mechanism on the Peninsula in
the long run.”® This statement is not far from the lan-
guage used by U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry dur-
ing a joint press conference with the Chinese Foreign
Minister on February 23, 2016: “[North Korea] can
actually ultimately have a peace agreement with the
United States of America that resolves the unresolved
issues of the Korean Peninsula, if it will come to the
table and negotiate denuclearization.”!

However, the Chinese position on the order of
denuclearization and peace talks has shifted over the
previous months. The Chinese government is no
longer repeating the constant rhetoric of calling for a
return to the Six-Party Talks after the February 23rd
joint press conference during which Chinese Foreign
Minister Wang Yi called for “parallel tracks” for
achieving denuclearization on the Korean Peninsula
and a permanent peace treaty. Since then the Chinese
government has begun calling for any talks amongst
interested parties, likely given the fact that the 2005
Joint Agreement does not reflect their new position.!!
This position of “parallel tracks” was reiterated during
talks between Wang and Russian Foreign Minister Ser-
gei Lavrov on March 2, 2016. Wang stressed the parallel
approach to achieve denuclearization on the Korean
peninsula, and Lavrov responded by saying Russia
would continue to coordinate closely with Beijing.'?

China’s new position may be based on its concern
that North Korea may withdraw the nuclear issue
from the negotiation table. In 2005, North Korea was
willing to exchange nuclear development for security
and economic assistance. But, in 2012 it declared its

nuclear power status publicly in its constitution,'® and
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most recently disclosed pictures and a blueprint of its
military plan and miniaturized nuclear warhead.'
North Korea has remained consistent in its desire to
be recognized as a nuclear power. Even though Kim
Jong Un showed some desire for a peace treaty in the
New Year Address, he also ordered the fourth nuclear
test shortly thereafter.’> Unfortunately, North Korea
seems to be separating denuclearization from peace
treaty negotiations, and declared its intention to re-
main a nuclear power.

The U.S. on the other hand continues to officially
adhere to the position that it supports the 2005 Joint
Statement and insists that the focus is denucleariza-
tion with no other subjects being discussed without
addressing denuclearization.'® However, the order of
denuclearization and a peace treaty is ambiguous as a
report by the Wall Street Journal on February 21, 2016,
suggests that when the U.S. was approached by
Pyongyang at the end of 2015 regarding peace treaty
discussions, the U.S. was willing to take up denucleari-
zation talks in conjunction with discussions on a peace
treaty, a counteroffer which North Korea rejected.!”
Also, U.S. State Department has not officially ruled
out the possibility of its considering a “parallel pro-
cess.” Yet this wavering may have ceased as at a recent
press conference in Seoul on March 11, 2016, U.S.
Ambassador to South Korea Mark Lippert emphasized
that North Korea denuclearization is the U.S. govern-
ment’s first priority. '8

South Korea holds a similar position to the U.S.
but has been showing little desire to budge following
the most recent nuclear test. An ROK Foreign Minis-
try spokesperson recently stated that denuclearization
is the top priority and that “This is not the time for
international society to be discussing means for the
resumption of detailed talks with North Korea. Rather
an extensive consensus on strengthening pressure on
North Korea is forming.”*® Considering its geograph-
ical and strategic position, South Korea has consistent-
ly emphasized the priority of denuclearizing North

Korea, and it has been notably unenthusiastic about

the possibility of a peace treaty between the U.S. and
North Korea. Following the UNSC resolution, the
South Korean government manifested additional co-
ercive measures against the North and held a bilateral
dialogue with high level officials from U.S. in order to
ensure the effectiveness of the sanctions.

As shown above, South Korea believes that the
aim of sanctions is to exert intense pressure on North
Korea so that it has no choice but to change its behav-
ior. So while the South Korean government recognizes
the importance of international cooperation, especial-
ly collaboration with neighboring countries: Japan,
China, and Russia, its insistence on creating extreme
levels of pressure without considering dialogue with
the North has caused a setback in Sino-South Korea
relations.?’ If these various positions on the order of
peace negotiations and denuclearization cannot be
organized into a single voice toward North Korea, it is
extremely likely that not only will North Korea use
these differences to play one party off against another,
but that the implementation of the sanctions will suf-

fer due to a lack of coordination.

Bridging the Divide: South Korea's
Role as a Middle Power

Repetitious crises and limited alleviation has resulted
in ever increasing tension on the Korean Peninsula. In
order to break out of this vicious cycle, South Korea’s
intermediary role is important both in implementing
sanctions and in diplomatic negotiations for denucle-
arization and a peace settlement on the Peninsula. The
South Korean government previously declared its in-
tention to act as a middle power in order to contribute
to promoting international peace and security both in
traditional and emerging areas.?’ One of the core
roles of a middle power is to serve as a bridge among
big powers and small powers to coordinate different
interests and seek common goals.?? In order to thaw
the current icy situation on the Korean Peninsula,

South Korea should stick to its middle power diplo-
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macy initiative in multilateral forums, the UN, and in
the mini-lateral table in Northeast Asia.

The UNSC resolution requires that all member
states collaborate on implementing the sanctions
against North Korea. Considering that member states’
cooperative and active participation in effectively im-
plementing the sanctions, diplomatic effort to lead
collaboration is required. Therefore, South Korea
should demonstrate its active role as a middle power
by persuading and encouraging member states to co-
operate. South Korea’s diplomacy has been heavily
focused on neighboring powers and relatively limited
on the multilateral stage. Encouraging all member
states to implement the new resolution accordingly
should be a core goal of South Korea’s middle power
diplomacy in the UN.

Sanctions themselves are not a goal, and they
should be regarded as a means to lead the “target” to
change its behavior. Penalizing North Korean behav-
ior is necessary; but new measures for the next step,
the negotiation stage, should be simultaneously con-
sidered if the cycle is to be broken. South Korea
should recognize that positions of big powers, espe-
cially the U.S. and China, around the Korean Peninsu-
la are shifting and growing apart from one another,
especially related to the ordering of denuclearization
and a permanent peace treaty on the Korean Peninsu-
la. Here, the bridging role of a middle power will be
necessary. If the U.S. and China disagree over the
North Korea nuclear issue and if they cannot com-
promise, the future of Korean Peninsula will be even
darker. South Korea does not want its peninsula to be
an arena of competition among big powers. Prevent-
ing the neighboring big powers’ interests from diverg-
ing and coming into conflict can be accomplished if
South Korea remembers one of the core functions of
middle power diplomacy and exerts effort to keep the
U.S. and China on the same page.

South Korea needs to remember that bridging
does not simply mean connecting, but also suggesting

new diplomatic alternatives which each actor may

accept. Up till now, denuclearization has been sought
in exchange for economic assistance including in-
vestment, industrial complexes, infrastructure, energy,
etc. It should be understood that the pay-off matrix of
denuclearization and economic assistance has not suc-
ceeded in bringing about the desired outcome. There-
fore, a new package of pay-offs needs to be designed
which requires creative prudence, an essential virtue
for a middle power.

Finally, from previous experience, it is reasonable
to expect that North Korea will approach some of the
neighboring countries for talks after the news of the
sanctions has become stale. During these dialogues
South Korea is usually ignored. For example, Pyong-
yang took advantage of the “abduction issue” to begin
normalization negotiations with Japan, and it invited
basketball player Dennis Rodman when it tried to
sound out the possibility of talking with the U.S. Both
cases were initiated by North Korea, and neither was
helpful for improving the security situation on the
Korea Peninsula. Even the leading powers can be at-
tracted to make use of North Korea for their own politi-
cal interest. It is evident that bilateral approaches do
little to weaken North Korea’s strategic position and in
fact actually strengthen it leading to the continued nu-
clear insecurity in the region. Therefore, South Korea’s
role in coordinating among interested parties is essen-

tial to build a new path toward peace. m
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