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North Korea, one of the world's most isolated nations,
faces desperate economic conditions due to major
drought and government mismanagement. It is
estimated that over one million North Koreans have
already died of famine. International food aid deliveries
have allowed the reclusive North Korean regime to
escape the full consequences of economic failure, but
the population today still remains vulnerable to
prolonged malnutrition, if not outright starvation. The
extensive suffering has led many to
guestion the region's role in
addressing the internal crisisin
North Korea. Dr. Chung Oknimhas
been a keen observer of North
Korea from her posts as a member
of the Junior Advisory Group to the
National Security Council of South
Korea since 1999, and asa member
of the Advisory Group to the
Ministry of National Unification
from 2001-2002. She has been a
post-doctoral visiting scholar at
Sanford University’s Asia-Pacific
Research Center, and a visiting
fellow at both the Hoover Institution
and the Brookings Institution’s
Center for Northeast Asian Policy
Sudies. Dr. Chung also served as
Co-coordinator of the Council on
Foreign Relations-Seoul Forum
Project on “ Managing Change on
the Korean Peninsula.”

FfP: Let'sstart by hearingabout your current work
in Seoul.

I’'maresearchfdlow at The Sgong Indtitute. Thelngtitute
was established intheearly 1980sby theformer president
of the Republic of Korea, Chun Doo Hwan. Itisnow a
privatethink tank dedlingwith nationd security, diplomacy
andreunificationissues. Astheonly private, civilianthink
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tank in SouthKorea, | believeit hasapromising future. |
am currently doing research on the US-North Korea
relationship, and on US-South K oreasecurity cooperation
and policy coordinationtoward North Korea. Inaddition,
| aminterested inthe East Asian security dynamic and the
possibility of “minilateralism,” the term we use for
multilateralism concentrating ontheNortheast Asanregion.
Atthesametime, | work for several government agencies,
including the Ministry of Unification and the Ministry of
Technology and Science, which
deals with the Korean Peninsula
Energy Deve opment Organization.!

FfP: What isyour assessment
of the situation in North
Korea?

North Korea is already in a
humanitarian crisis. However,
thiscrisisisfrequently and easily
overshadowed by the security
Stuation onthe Korean peninsula.
The people in North Korea are
living like prisoners under the
dictatorship of KimJong Il andthe
social control of his regime is
astonishing, really unbelievable.
The international workers who
went to the North in 1995 and
1996to provideaid tothesuffering
North Koreanswereshocked at the
efficiency of the government
contral. Itisredly auniqueregimeinthat itisadictatorship
that forcesitspeopleto suffer and starveto death, but the
government itself isso stable. Because of these unique
characteristics, it may be very difficult for the
international community to be involved in the
humanitarian situation in the North. It will taketime.
On the Korean peninsula, the humanitarian crisiswill
always be accompanied by the security crisis, sowe
haveto consider the two together.
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FfP: Can you describe the security situation asyou
see it?

North Koreaposesathreat to theinternational community.
It hasweapons of massdestruction, anditisalso suspected
of developing nuclear weapons, though we don’t know
yet whether it hasalready produced nuclear weaponsor
not. But, from South Korea s point of view, theNorth’'s
conventional weaponry, likeartillery deployed a ong the
demilitarized zone(DMZ2), isactualy morethreatening than
missiletechnology or biochemical weapons. Thisiswhy
South K orea has pursued an engagement policy towards
the North. The geostrategic situation in Northeast Asia,
particularly on the K orean peninsul g, dictatesthat wetake
arather moderate approach toward the North. If thereis
ever asecond war between the North and the South, we
aresurethat wewill bethefina winner. Butif that war
meansthetotal destruction of Seoul and other important
areas, thevictory would not be meaningful. Thisiswhy
South Koreacontinually triesto engagethe North, rather
than pursue apolicy of benign neglect or containment.

FfP: Therehavebeen reportsthat around onemillion
people have died of starvation and related illnesses
in North Korea. Isthat an accur ate assessment?

Actualy, we don’'t have any exact figures about the
humanitarian crisis. The North Korean and Chinese
governmentswill not allow international workersor the
United Nationsto interview North Koreansor survey the
situation. Itislikeablack box. Wedon't know anything
for sure, we can only guess. Our sourcesof information
arelimited to defectorsfrom the North, and to Chinese
who liveaongtheborder. 1 cannot say whether that number
isaccurate. But what | can say isthat thesituationiswell-
controlled by theNorth, and thereisno anarchy. Wethink
that theregimewill maintain control for at |east another
decade.

FfP: What effect doesthesufferingin theNorth have
on the South Korean public?

We haveastrong fedling toward the peoplestarving inthe
North, because Koreans are homogeneous and
reunificationisconsidered inevitable. | havemy relatives
inthe North, just asalmost everybody does. Soweare
sorry andfed terribleto seethenation starve. Our families,
brothersand s stersare starving becauise of thedictatorship
of KimJong-II. But the problemisthat the North Korean
leadership won't allow South Koreans or South Korean
government agencies to be involved in distributing
humanitarian aid in the North. That’swhy when the
Northfirst appeal ed to theinternational community to

get aid, they didn’t appeal to the South K orean people
or the South Korean government. But now they are
gradually opening their society because they are
beginningtoredizethat Koreansaretheonly aternative
to help solvetheir problems.

FfP: Isthere a possibility that an implosion of the
North Korean regimecould occur? How would that
behandled?

KimJong Il hasastrong grip on power. He hastightly
controlled themilitary by placing hisrdlatives, hisbrothers-
in-law, inimportant positions. He hasalso engaged the
military as awhole by giving them special favors and
privileges. Sofar, heissucceeding very well fromhisown
perspective. Nevertheless, itisnotimpossiblefor usto
imagine some sort of implosioninthe North. In South
Korea, for example, nobody imagined that the military
dictator Park Chung Hee would be assassinated by his
closest associate, who was the chief of the Korean
intelligence serviceat thetime. Sothereisapossibility
that something of thiskind might occur intheNorth, though
it doesnot seemlikely, based on apractical assessment of
thedtuation.

FfP: What if an implosion occur s? How would South
Koreareact?

That may betheworst case scenario for South Koreato
imagineand to handle, but we do haveacontingency plan.
The congtitution of South Koreamust bethefirst reference
point. It statesthat all the people on the K orean peninsula
bel ong to the Republic of Korea. That meansthat if there
issomething happeningin North Koreaand ahuge number
of refugeescometo the South, wewill regard dl thepeople
from the North as Koreans. In that sense, if thereis
something happening, and we don’t have any option but
to beinvolved inthat difficult Situation, wewill gotothe
North asliberators, not asoccupiers. That isthe major
difference between West Germany and South Korea. In
the case of West Germany, they adopted afedera system,
but in the case of the K orean peninsula, we consider all
the territory on the Korean peninsula as ours. So if
something happens, according to the constitution of South
Korea, wehaveevery right tointerfere, snceweseeit as
adomestic matter.

FfP: Isn't that also the North Korean approach, to
seetheentire peninsula asone country?

Yes, they have madeit clear that their ultimate goal isto
reunify the K orean peninsulaby force, and to communize
it. Soitisazero-sumgamesituation. But South Koreais




stabile, it hasal ready succeeded in economic takeoff, and
weare moving toward amore maturedemocracy. Inthis
regard, South Koreaisfar better off than North Korea. If
reunification is realized on the Korean peninsula, that
reunification will probably be on South K oreal sterms, not
North Korea's. That iswhy we must be prepared with
contingency planning.

FfP: What role, if any, would you expect aregional
organization toplay? ASEAN or ASEAN + 3?72

Actudly, wedon't expect ASEAN or ASEAN + 3tomake
agrest contribution to asolution onthe Korean peninsula.
But diplomatically speaking, we need international
understanding or sympathy from outsdecountries. Thatis
why South Koreaisactively involved in the East Timor
operation, to get more moral and political support from
ASEAN countries. Weknow that thekey actorsarefour
outside countries [the United States, China, Japan and
Russia] whose policies have an impact on the Korean
peninsula. But global society isnot that ssmple. Each
country, other than thefive permanent membersof theUN
Security Council, has one vote on an equal basisin the
United Nationsand regional organizations. e need both
global and regional understanding if weintend to reunify
the Korean peninsula. American military support will be
essentid for unificationinthefuture, but from others, mora
support, not materia or military support isneeded.

FfP: What about theinter estsof themajor power s?

Inour contingency planning, wearevery consciousof the
major powers, which haveagreat stakein the situation.
First of al, wetakeinto account the United States. We
will cooperateand coordinatevery closely with the United
States, the USand South Koreahavemaintained an dliance
for dmost five decadesnow. Wewill sotry to obtainthe
understanding of China, Japan, and Russia. Chinaisan
important country for usasitisthe only country that still
hasamilitary alliance with the North. According tothe
security treaty between North Koreaand China, if North
Koreaisinvaded or interfered with by outside powers,
Chinahasaright to beinvolved, tointerfere, andtobeon
North Korea'sside. Soif an implosion happensin the
North-whichwill undoubtably lead toahumanitariancrisis
- wemust consult with the United Statesand China. That
istheonly way for South Koreato“Koreanize’ thestuation
ontheKorean peninsula, by getting more help and support
from the outside powers.

FfP: You mentioned theneed for consultation with
both China and the US — what are the current
attitudes?

We havethe Four Party Talks, thekey participantsbeing
both Koreas, the United States and China® But the
situation is very complicated. The signatories of the
armisticein 1953 were the United Nations, the Chinese
People's Volunteers, and North Korea, but not South
Korea, because at that time, President Rhee Syngman
rejected the armistice and refused to sign with the other
parties. Now theNorth Korean leadershipisarguingfor a
peace agreement or peacetreaty, not with South Korea,

South Korea is very much looking
forward to utilizing ASEAN + 3 to
develop a cooper ative and consultative
mechanism amongAsian countries.

but with the United States because they want to guarantee
their own regime survival. But the South Korean
government wantsvery strongly to beakey actor indeciding
thefuture of theK orean peninsula. What the South Korean
government hasin mind for thefour party talksistosigna
peace agreement between North and South Korea, which
can then beendorsed by Chinaand the United States. But
NorthKoreahasadifferentidea. Sothesituationisreally
difficult to solve. Nevertheless, thefour party talkscan
develop inamore practical way that will provideuswith
somesort of context to handlethesituation.

FfP: HowistheKorean peninsulasituation affected
by thebilateral relationship between the United States
and China?

I nterestingly enough, we havetwo security flashpointsin
Northeast Asia: oneisNorth Korea, and the other isthe
Taiwan Straits. When it comesto the Taiwan Straits, the
USand Chinahavediverginginterests, and USinterests
aretotdly different fromthoseof China. But regardingthe
K orean peninsula, they sharecommon interests. Neither
country wantsto seeasecond war onthe Korean peninsulg;
sofirst of al, nowar. Secondly, no nuclearization onthe
Koreanpeninsula. If North Koreafinally developsnuclear
wegpons, South Koreawill follow suit. Andif South Korea
follows suit, Japan will produce nuclear weapons, and
Taiwanwill follow suit. Theend result would bethat the
United Stateswould not be ableto exertitsowninfluence
inNortheast Asia. Therea reason why the United States
isconcerned about North K orea’snuclear programisthe
geostrategic chain of eventsthat would be set in motion.




However, if reunification occurs, theinterestsof theUS
and Chinawill begintodiverge. First of dl, the USwants
to maintain itstroops on the K orean peninsula, even after
the reunification, to stabilize the balance of power in
Northeast Asia. But Chinadoesnot want to see UStroops
after reunification, because Chinawoul d thenface UStroops
onitsownborder, intheYaluregion. Of course, China
realizes now that the American troops on the Korean
peninsulaprevent Japan from going nuclear, from becoming
moremilitarized. Soreunificationwould bepositiveonthe
one hand, but could also have anegative impact on the
regionandinthebilatera relaionshipsamong mgor powers
ontheother.

FfP: When the violence was breaking out in East
Timor, wasthereany call by thepublicin Koreafor
their gover nment totakeaction or to put pressureon
thegovernment in Indonesiato stop theviolence?

That'savery interesting question. You know, inthispost-
Cold War period, South Korearemainsanisand of Cold
War legacy. Wearestill preoccupiedinaCold War stand-
off, North and South K oreaarmed to the teeth along the
DMZ. Wearenot al that interestedinwhat isreally going
on in the outside world. Fortunately, we have a very
globalized president, Kim Dae Jung, who isvery much
interestedintheStuationsin East Timor andinAceh. B,
unfortunately, he is not that popular anong the South
Korean public. Sol don’tthink thereismuch or enough
pressurefrom the public onthegovernment to do something
more activewith problem-solving in other areas. But we
know that we owemuch to theinternational community for
their roleduring the KoreanWar. Sowedo usualy havea
common sentiment of wanting to act, to hel p otherssuffering
from humanitarian crises, out of thefeding that weneedto
pay something back to the outside world. Also, in
preparationfor afuturesituation, in order to get moremora
and political support, and even military support, weneed
to contribute now. That’sthe common sentiment among
the Korean people as well as among the government
agencies.

FfP: Are you optimistic or pessimistic about the
development of capacity at a regional level to deal
with issueslike humanitarian emer gencies?

Weareonly inthebeginning stages, compared toregiona
integrationin Europe. Sowehavealongway togo. But
| think we are moving in theright direction. Regional
organizations, including theASEAN Regional Forum
(ARF), Asa-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), and
ASEAN + 3, evenASEAN, seemtoend up with diadogue
for didogue'ssake.* They areredly gentlemen'sclubsfor
getting together and getting dong. They tak andtak with
no outcome. Whenever we have aconference in East
Asa, wecometo thevenueand we seed| the samefaces.
Evenin 1997, when East Asiasuffered amgjor financial
crigs, theregiona organizationscouldn't doanything. The
UStook charge, and the International Monetary Fund and
other internationa organizationstackled theissue. Thatis
what Asian cooperation or Asanregionaismisabout. We
know that.

But relatively speaking, cooperation among the Southeast
Asian countriesis better than cooperation in Northeast
Asiabecause of diverging interests. It would be very
difficult for us to create a cooperative mechanism in
Northeesst Asa. Wewill need sometimeto utilizearegiond
organization to solvetheregion'spendingissues. Onthe
guestion of whether a regional organization can do
something positivefor thesolution of humanitarian crises
—of course, now | am pessimistic, but | haveevery reason
to be cautioudy optimistic about thefuture. From South
Korea spoint of view, wearevery much looking forward
to utilizing ASEAN + 3 to develop a cooperative and
consultativemechanism amongAs an countries.

--Washington, DC, July 18, 2002

1 The Korean Peninsula Energy Development Organization (KEDO) was
established to construct light water reactors in North Korea as part of a
1994 agreement in which North Korea pledged to freeze and ultimately
gismantle its nuclear weapons program in exchange for the power plants.

ASEAN includes Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Maaysia,
Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam. ASEAN + 3
iznclud&s the ASEAN members as well as China, Japan, and South Korea.

The Four Party Talks were initially proposed by South Korean President
Kim Young Sam and U.S. President Bill Clinton in April 1996. The first
meeting took place in December 1997. However, the process has been
;talled since the most recent meeting in August 1999.

The ASEAN Regional Forum includes the ASEAN + 3 members as well as
Australia, Canada, the European Union, India, Mongolia, New Zealand,
North Korea, Papua New Guinea, Russia, and the United States. For alist of
the twenty-one members of APEC, see http://www.apecsec.org.sg.
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