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The Final Deal with Kim Jong-il?

Sanctions against North Korea will realize the policy
objectives of South Korea and other nations only when
combined with feasible post-sanction plans for the
next round of negotiations. International economic
and diplomatic sanctions after North Korea’s second
nuclear test, which occurred on May 25, 2009, have
been successful enough to make Kim Jong-il send ges-
tures indicating a willingness to reengage in dialogue,
mainly with Washington and partly with other partici-
pants in the Six-Party Talks, including Seoul. Issues
are: How should the coming round of talks differ from
the past ones? Should the Five Parties (that is, all those
except North Korea) prepare a totally different package
from the last one under the Six-Party Talks frame-
work? Are there structural differences that will force
Kim Jong-il to come to the negotiating table with new
goals? Further, how comprehensive should the deal
with North Korea really be? What kind of preparations
will aid negotiators in finding the leverage to make
progress on the problem posed by North Korea’s nuc-
lear program and to avoid a repetition of the past
problem of rewarding the North’s brinkmanship?

The so-called “grand bargain” of South Korea and
the “comprehensive package deal” of the United States
seem to emphasize the need to broaden the agenda of
the negotiations in order to solve problems in a fun-
damental way. Eisenhower’s maxim, “Whenever I run

into a problem I can't solve, I always make it bigger”
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may apply here, but the problem is what is meant by
“comprehensive,” given the failures of the Agreed
Framework in 1994, the September 19th statement in
2005, and the February 14th action-for-action ap-
proach in 2007.

If we think of Kim Jong-il's intentions as the es-
sential determinant, the North Korean nuclear prob-
lem is inherently a political question. Kim has at-
tempted to create an international environment in
which North Korea’s current regime can survive with
all its former socialist brethren fallen away. North Ko-
reas repeated statements that it has developed nuclear
weapons because of the United States’ “anti-North Ko-
rea policy and aggressive nuclear strategy against the
North” reflect Kim’s political and international dilem-
ma. Defining North Korea’s nuclear problem as one of
the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction
(WMD) will not help solve the issue in any fundamen-
tal way. At issue is not just North Korean nuclear de-
velopment but also North Korea itself or, more specifi-

cally, the problem of Kim Jong-il himself (Chun 2009).
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After the so-called “redirecting” of South Korea’s
North Korea policy by the conservative Lee Myung-
bak administration, and with the advent of the more
“balanced” Obama administration, Kim Jong-il's ges-
tures indicating a willingness to resume dialogue seem
to have produced a new momentum. The coming di-
alogue will be a significant indication of Kim Jong-il's

current situation.

The 2009 Negotiations Will Be Different

First, time has become an increasingly important fac-
tor in determining how the story of North Korea’s nuc-
lear game will end. Kim Jong-il's health problems, de-
spite his improved appearance of late, make obvious
the clear limits to his period of governance. This limit
constitutes the first difference in the coming stage of
negotiations from previous ones. Kim Jong-il has also
declared that by 2012, North Korea will begin to estab-
lish itself as a “strong and prosperous country.” Since
then he has pressed the North Korean people to exert
more effort to make this prediction come true, if only
to counter his people’s judgment about the legitimacy
of his rule and to put aside growing discontent about
the aggravated economic situation. Kim’s repeated
statements about North Korea’s optimistic future could
be a self-fulfilling prophesy, but they could also be a
self-destructing prophesy if Kim cannot fulfill North
Koreans’ desire for a better life.

The succession process within the North Korean
leadership, or at least the preparations for the succes-
sion, will determine not only the possibility of realiz-
ing a “strong and prosperous” North Korea but also the
future of the Six-Party Talks. With no clear guarantee
of the next leader’s ability to deal with tremendous
domestic and diplomatic problems, Kim Jong-il may
not want to pass on the highly difficult nuclear ques-
tion. Kim’s decision will be a function of his evaluation
of the next leader’s political and diplomatic ability, his

predictions regarding North Korea’s economic situa-

tion and his people’s political attitude, and the content
of the “grand” or “comprehensive” deal that will be
suggested by neighboring countries. Whatever agree-

ment is reached in 2009 will be highly affected by Kim
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