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“Avoiding the Apocalypse:The Future of the Two Koreas”

Recent events in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, including the
historic summit between two Korean presidents and the visit of US secretary of
state Albright, are indicative of changes taking place in the thinking of North
Korea’s leadership. Whereas it will be essential for Japan and South Korea, as
North Korea’s neighbors, to assist it in its economic recovery, it should not be
overlooked that the North’s government continues to infuse huge sums of money
into its military budget while failing to improve the nation’s food supply situation. It
is times of inflated optimism such as these that can conversely be fraught with

potential dangers of destabilization.
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[.ong book, covers many topics and happy to discuss them in the Q&A.

These remarks focus on the summit and the way forward.

Interpreting the summit we should strike a balance between continuity and change.
Three key issues regarding North Koreau intentions and capabilities:

I') Does this signal a fundamental reorientation of policy in the North?

2) If so, are the North Koreans capable of reforming their system?

3) What is the ultimate goal of the North Korean regime?
INTENT

Flurry of diplomatic activity (Italy, Australia, Philippines...UK, New Zealand), big
news was the North-South summit announcement.

Timing raised the issue of whether this represented a real strategic reorientition on
the part of the North Koreans, or was it merely a tactical manuveur designed to
extract maximum concessions from an electorally desparate Kim Dae Jung and hedge
against the prospective election of a harder line Administration in the US.

LVIDENCE: TRIP TO CHINA

The North Koreans have been absolutely scathing in their denunciation of the reforms
undertaken in Eastern Europe which have been likened to “germs,” “mosquitos,” and
other vermin to be kept at bay.

Reform as “honey-coated poison” and opening as “a Trojan horse tasked with
destabilizing socialism.”

In 1994 the North Koreans described the Chinese as “traitors to the socialist cause,”
but subsequently toned down the rhetoric as their growing desperation required



increasing reliance on Chinese beneficence.

During North Korean Supreme People’s Assembly Chairman Kim Yong-nam’s visit
to Beijing last year, the two countries agreed to an “I’'m OK, you're OK” formulation,
in which they agreed to pursue socialism according to their respective national
characteristics.

During Kim Jong-il’s visit earlier this month, the public pronouncements were very
different. Kim noted the ‘“great achievements” of “opening up the country” by
Chinese reformer Deng Xiao-peng and announced that North Korea “supports the
reform policy pursued by the Chinese side.” These comments suggest a new
receptiveness to economic reform on the part of the North Koreans, and open up the
possibility of the Chinese adopting their natural role as mentors in this regard. A visit
to a Chinese computer factory reportedly left Kim’s mouth agape.

CONCLUSION
This is not dispositive -- one can easily ascribe a variety of motives to these

statcments. Nevertheless, I would argue that these statements push the weight of
evidence toward the strategic reorientation interpretation of North Korean behavior.

2) CAPABILITIES AND THE POSSIBILITIES FOR REFORM

Intention does not necessarily translate into achievement, however, and there is no
guarantee that the North Koreans can successfully reform.

Significant obstacles:

. North Korea is (or at least was) a more industnalized economy than China
when China inaugurated its reforms, and the process of carrying out successtul
economic reform in North Korea could be considerably more difficult than in
China or Vietnam, Asia’s other major transitional economies. (Table 1).



. The divided country nature of the Korean peninsula means that the North
Kovcans face a more difficult ideological task than did the Chinese and
Vietnamese reformers.

The dynastic aspect of the North Korean regime would make this political
balancing act even harder still.

. Successtul reform would involve deepening relations with South Korea and
Japan -- two countries with which North Korea has a problematic history
(Figure 2).

ADVANTAGES: One tremendous advantage the other transitional ec.onomies did

nol have: a supportive international environment, specifically the existence of South
Korea.

3) WHAT ARE THE ULTIMATE INTENTIONS OF THE NORTH KOREAN
REGIME?

1o what purpose would the North Korean regime put the gains to reform?
Addressing the pressing material needs of its people or military modernization?

Uncertain. Could be genuine interest in constructive integration with the rest of the
world community. Won’t know for months if not years.

Could be purely opportunistic -- adopt the techniques of reform without the dominant
values or norms of the international system. Could result in a strengthened adversary.

How can we tell? Like Deepthroat said, follow the money. Behavior in past year is
not auspicious in this regard.

o despite reported economic growth, increased reliance on international food
assistance -- [flag famine analysis in chapters 5 and 7].

. bought the Kazhak airforce and increased military manuveurs.



Two final comments:

. in the interests of time and in light of the composition of the audience, | have
not addressed the interests of Japan and China in any detail.

. the link between material deprivation and political instability
like the New York premature obituary of Mark Twain, reports of North Korea’s

demise have been a great exagerration.

That said, the historical record suggests that political change does not occur in the
midst of famines, it occurs when famines are over.

Ironically, despite

. the euphoria surrounding the summit,
. the apparent stabilization of the North Korean economy, and
. initiation of reform and opening

we could actually be entering a more potentially dangerous period of instability than
what we have observed for the past 5 years.









