The Future of the Korean Peninsula

Scenario analyses


For many  years, the situation on the Korean peninsula has led strategists and policymakers to analyse scenarios. This paper presents a sampling of recent forecasts and the implications which can be drawn from them. The selection, which does not include those of SPL, has been chosen from analyses set out by:

a. Korea expert A. Foster Carter and former CIA Director J. Deutsch;

b. The American Nautilus Institute, which specialises in scenario planning and drafts background studies for United States contributions to the six-nation talks;

c. the U.S. Center for Defense Information, which prepares war scenarios to be used to develop security policy. 

The selection focuses on reports which complement one another (which is why it has omitted studies by Rand and Carnegie) and is intended to serve as background information about current affairs and EU talks scheduled with China and South Korea in 2004.  

Scenarios are not predictions but plausible, relevant sketches of future medium-term developments. They are designed to give policymakers an idea of possible moves and counter-moves by the players concerned, in this case, Pyongyang, Washington, Seoul, Peking and Tokyo. Scenario analyses offer a handle for determining the timing and direction of foreign policy. With a view to the Dutch Presidency of the European Union, American and Chinese role patterns in the region have been explored.  

Summary

· Repression, indoctrination and isolation in North Korea make domestic trends and developments less significant for the future of the Korean peninsula than intervention by the international community;
· Unless world players, specifically China and the United States, intervene radically, peaceful Korean unification is extremely unlikely and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) will probably continue to exist. 
· American containment policy toward the DPRK succeeds only when combined with cooperative engagement vis-à-vis China. Differences between China and the US in other arenas make Korean unification problematic. 
· Unification of the two Koreas cannot be compared to unification of the two Germanys. Demographics aside, Korean unification will be more expensive and will require an international consortium to help bear the costs.
Options for players (US, China, South Korea, Japan):

· The above-mentioned reports assert that cooperative engagement, a multilateral approach and mobilisation of non-governmental players like NGOs and the corporate world all contribute to a peaceful solution of the problems arising from the separation of the two Koreas. 
Options for bystanders (including the European Union/the Netherlands):

· The EU/the Netherlands focus attention primarily on influencing American and Chinese interaction while fostering a favourable climate for multilateralism and constructive engagement. By opting for a multilateral strategy, the EU/the Netherlands have a role to play in a coalition of the willing. However, given the range of fluctuating risk levels, such a role is actually limited to moral and financial support for a peaceful solution. 
1. North Korea scenarios by Aidan Foster Carter (Leeds University) and John Deutsch (CIA) 

Dr Aidan Foster Carter, Head of the Korea programme at Leeds University, draws his four 2002 scenarios setting out the future of the Korean peninsula from the work of former CIA Director John Deutsch.
 Carter’s scenario analyses focus primarily on internal driving forces in North Korea and open out into four different directions.

I
War

War remains a possibility despite all ongoing negotiations

For several decades, the North Koreans have been prepared and trained for war. They have also been taught to believe that the South can be liberated by force. This is the raison d’être for the 1.1 million-strong DPRK army. Although Kim Il Sung was famously bellicose, the present regime may not choose this as an option. War might however begin accidentally. It might be launched if insignificant salvos fired as a result of tension in the DMZ prompt an offensive counter strike by North Korea and escalate into conflict. Or if a military unit in the North believes that war is a good option despite the fact that others are not of that view. The war scenario can have the gravest consequences – including the deployment of chemical and nuclear weapons. Still, war is only the first step of a scenario. Dr. Carter is of the opinion that it does not by definition signal the end of North Korea as the American government steadfastly continues to believe. 

II
Implosion

Increasing chronic famine leads to implosion
North Korea’s economy is backward and the population is able to survive only through the good graces of China. The dreadful living conditions in North Korea fan unrest in the countryside – rebellion is not an unknown phenomenon in Korea’s history – and the people turn against the regime. Either by a revolt from below or a right-wing coup by military reformers.

III
Glasnost

Increasing chronic famine leads to Soviet-style Glasnost

Once Kim Jong-il decides to open the country and allow market forces to operate as a way to alleviate famine, increased contact with South Korea shows the North Koreans that famine in the South was eradicated thirty years ago. This may influence their morale and raise questions about the repressive regime’s legitimacy. It ends up undermining the DPRK regime – a situation comparable to the one in Germany in 1989-1990.

IV
Status Quo

Return to the former status quo 

In the past, the regime has demonstrated its elusive nature and ability to survive. We see a contradictory pattern: on the one hand it begs for help from the outside world – from Russia, China and the international community – and on the other, it represses its own people. To date, the regime has been skilled at capitalising perfectly on every situation and at keeping itself in power. Thanks to international community funding for the Korean Peninsula Energy Development Organisation (KEDO) and to the food programme, the regime has perpetuated its rule. It is perfectly conceivable that, after negotiations, the DPRK will remain in place without nuclear weapons but with a great amount of loot and a good supply of energy.

The four scenarios call attention to:

· the need to comprehend how militarised the DPRK is, how offensive its military strategy has always been and how little margin Kim Jong-il has to free himself from his father’s target of “reunification through military force under DPRK conditions” in exchange for the defensive target of “perpetuation of the State system”; 

· domestic implications for political stability such as famine and conceivable differences of opinion among DPRK top army officers;

· the understanding that the regime will not necessarily emerge from the current crisis in worse shape than it was when the crisis began, despite the universally shared opinion that political stability in North Korea will not be sustainable. 

Although these scenarios are not predictions, policymakers still want to be told how likely these options actually are. Various assumptions are therefore presented below.

At the moment, the regime would derive no advantage from unleashing a war (scenario 1). Kim Jong-il did not spend 20 years preparing himself for power in order to see his country annihilated as retaliation. Asia experts posit that China and South Korea support North Korea in the six-nation talks in order to push the United States and Japan into providing as much reconstruction aid/other assistance as possible, if only because China and, more particularly, South Korea would have to foot the entire economic and humanitarian costs of a bankrupt North Korea.
 Excluding the possibility of a war unleashed by accident, a “war scenario” is therefore currently less probable than non-military development.

Famine might lead to political and social collapse (scenario II), but so far not in North Korea. Repression, mind-numbing propaganda and ideological indoctrination apparently nip such forces in the bud. Pyongyang takes care to liquidate any military officers making dissident noises immediately or sends them away to prison camps like Yodok. Some western Korea watchers underestimate the totalitarian character of the regime.

Before George W. Bush labelled the nation as part of the axis of evil, the predominant view was that détente had begun (scenario III) and that Kim Jong-il would soon make broader use of the economic lessons he learned from his (secret) trips to China. Kim Jong-il is well aware of what is happening outside. However, reform does not appear as much of a possibility in North Korea as is often assumed. As a player, Kim Jong-il remains a prisoner of the State system: every concession to market opening runs counter to North Korea’s autarchic Juche (self-reliance) ideology and in fact takes away the legitimacy of Kim’s own leadership.
 He runs the risk of being pushed aside by the military hardliners close to him. Comparisons with German reunification are more common (cf. III) but these do not apply here. The distorted balance between the two Koreas is no longer comparable with the difference between the two Germanys. Per capita GNP in the GDR was about one-third that of the FRG whereas the ratio between North and South Korea is 1:10. Furthermore, East Germany’s low-income population represented only one-fifth of the total German population whereas North Korea’s population is about one-third of Korea’s total. South Korea cannot bear the costs of reunification alone. The need for a KEDO-like international consortium is obvious.

A return to the status quo (scenario IV) is not improbable but is very much conditioned by the diplomatic moves of the international community, China in particular, vis-à-vis the DPRK. Currently North Korea’s main oil supplier, China is also the crucial factor when determining which direction crisis management will take. It does not stand to gain by a reunited Korea under the leadership of a South Korea guided and heavily influenced by the United States. Will China continue to protect North Korea because of the historic connection between the two countries? Will donors dare to demand less repression, more freedom and an end to human rights violations? 

In the long term, the country’s isolation and associated political stability will no longer be tenable in a globalised world. Introduction of mobile telephony and the Internet is planned for 2007. A cross-border crisis like the one caused by SARS can also spark more international cooperation and coordination. 

Because of repression and indoctrination by Pyongyang, and also the isolation of the eastern hermit kingdom, the international community can have a greater and more immediate influence on the future of the Korean peninsula than any possible internal trends emerging from within the DPRK. Hence the following scenario analyses in which the role of the international environment, and US room for manoeuvre in particular, becomes clearer. 

2. Nautilus Institute scenarios for East Asia

In 2002 and 2003, American and South Korean experts working under the aegis of the Nautilus Institute, whose vision is a peaceful, ethical and sustainable world, developed several common scenario studies focused on the American approach to North Korea.
 They produced four possible scenarios in order to study the impact of American approaches such as cooperative engagement, militant containment and rollback, and which policy options would contribute most to peace on the Korean peninsula. The exploration moves along two lines:  conflict versus North-South Korea cooperation and conflict versus cooperation between the great powers China and the United States. The scenarios primarily reflect the scope of the experts’ anxieties and perspectives.

I
Gridlock

A dangerous world in which great powers are suspicious of each other and small states enter into alliances. A new Cold War begins to brew. North Korea and China draw close; South Korea and the United States strengthen their relationship. A nuclear proliferation domino-effect comes about after the United States gives Japan nuclear status. North Korean repression begins to slip as a result of mobile telephony which facilitates trans-border communication and the country degenerates into a failed State with nuclear weapons. 

II
Great Leader 3

After Kim Jong-il, a new North Korean leader emerges. Escalation of the war on terrorism forces the American Government to pull its troops from South Korea, leaving it more vulnerable. The long-predicted Japanese financial collapse occurs and America-Asia trade shuts down. South Korea is hit hard and tries to shore up its economy with large-scale infrastructure projects in North Korea. This opens the door to improved relations on the peninsula and tilts South Korea toward China as its relationship with the United States falls apart. North Korea endures.

III
Phoenix

American foreign policy takes a turn toward greater multilateralism and a more cooperative attitude toward China. The Agreed Framework is definitively discarded. Forced into isolation, North Korea implodes in rebellion and even more devastating famine. A Chinese-led international peacekeeping force is sent to North Korea. The North Korean border crumbles and a reunified Korea is rebuilt with economic aid from the United States and other countries (EU). 

IV
Mujoge-Rainbow

Strained relations between North Korea and the United States cause a collapse of the Agreed Framework, but diplomatic talks between the two nations lead the US to support economic reform and diplomatic normalisation in exchange for verification of past nuclear activity. The United States supports World Bank loans to North Korea while China and Japan facilitate talks and reconciliation becomes possible. South Korea sees the benefits of cheap labour from North Korea and the border between the two countries increasingly fades away. 

What do these scenarios teach us?

Nautilus sets out eight critical driving forces for the future of the Korean peninsula.

· Development of a Chinese-American relationship inspired by geopolitical developments in East Asia, with critical supporting roles for South Korea and Japan;

· Development of domestic politicoeconomic and sociocultural dimensions in the DPRK, both influenced by development of the chronic famine and the speed with which outside information is received and interpreted by the North Korean population;

· The extent to which North Korean military strategy is defensive or offensive;

· North-South Korea relations;

· The degree of transparency which the six-nation negotiations produce in respect of the nuclear programme and future energy supply in Korea;

· The next two American presidential elections (2004 and 2008);

· The course of the world-wide war on terrorism;

· American foreign policy.

The Nautilus Institute arrives at the following conclusions:

· In all these scenarios rollback is a failed policy option. The United States cannot afford the risks of escalation, particularly given the uncertainty of the Chinese response. In scenario III, the United States does eventually roll back, but through a combination of containment of North Korea and engagement by China.

· Containment has mixed success. War is prevented in scenarios III and IV but contingent on rapprochement with China (which can make Japan nervous) or initiating diplomatic talks with North Korea. In scenarios I and II, North Korea’s expansionist desire cannot be deflected and tensions rise. 

· In each scenario, cooperative engagement with North Korea plays a positive role in terms of non-proliferation and stability in the region or at least mitigates the negative aspects of the scenario. 

· In none of the scenarios does cooperative engagement result in greater vulnerability for the United States. The results of the exercise therefore suggest the need for strengthened efforts at cooperative engagement with a combination of government, non-government and corporate support, with the participation of individuals and institutions primarily from the United States, South Korea, China and Japan. The participants do not see a major role for the European Union although it could provide economic rather than political support. 
3. Nautilus: Peace before the American presidential elections?

Korea experts see the upcoming American presidential elections as influencing the US role in negotiations. A recent Nautilus Institute report investigates the possibilities for a peaceful solution to the crisis before 2004 with scenarios establishing a connection between the DPRK and the elections.
 The scenario analysis primarily investigates the American government’s leeway for negotiations. The Institute presents four possible situations for 2004. 

I
The DPRK admits and demonstrates that it possesses nuclear weapons but its fraternal relationship with South Korea leads to Pyongyang being encouraged to dismantle its plutonium programme and allow international inspection in exchange for economic aid, security guarantees and recognition by the United States. Bush is faced with a fait accompli and a South Korean government unwilling to continue to support a US attack on the North. The Republicans declare victory because, “under American pressure”, the DPRK has chosen the path of peaceful dialogue and denuclearisation. The Democrats continue to proclaim that Bush had ignored the problem for too long. 

II
The DPRK establishes its nuclear capacity as quickly as possible with disregard for the consequences such as international sanctions and an escalation of tensions. China and South Korea attempt to mediate using public and back-channel methods but are unsuccessful in reducing the tensions because of the domination of hardliners in Pyongyang and Washington. As election day draws near, the crisis is out of control. Ultimatums and firefights at the DMZ grow more frequent. 
III
China launches a plan based on the Ukrainian model: denuclearisation in exchange for economic support and negotiations with the US. The countries concerned reach reluctant agreements but the US is in no hurry to implement them. Russia and China endeavour to prevent North Korean reprisals if Kim should feel that he has been deceived. In the meanwhile, necessary economic assistance is provided and, as a sign of goodwill, Pyongyang allows the IAEA inspectors to return. When another crisis – an Islamic coup in Pakistan – becomes the focus of the American security agenda, Bush lets the negotiations with North Korea slide. The Americans discover a “clear link” between Pyongyang and the coup plotters (delivery of missiles) even though the United Nations Security Council doubts the reliability of the information. American hardliners feel that it a “moral duty” to force regime change in Pyongyang. Tensions between the two countries increase. China, Japan and South Korea continue to hold out for a diplomatic solution. Pyongyang becomes increasingly desperate but can do very little to hold back the United States. 

IV
Despite the rhetoric, nobody really wants war. Multilateral dialogue helps everyone to come out of the talks without losing face. The DPRK chooses to dismantle its nuclear programme and sets development as the foremost priority. Conflict is avoided. The economic decline in his country prompts Kim to change course radically. He no longer trusts the elite living off funds from criminal networks while most of his people are suffering, but chooses to run the risk of engagement with international organisations. When the two Koreas add a political dimension to their rapprochement, America pulls its troops out of South Korea. 

What do these scenarios teach us?

· The need for a multilateral approach 

· That there are several threats: the DPRK’s nuclear weapons and its export of nuclear materials. The latter threat is more disturbing.

The Nautilus Institute sees the following options for the American government:

1. Coalition of the willing: “neutral” third parties (UK, Australia, Sweden) become engaged in the negotiations and work towards normalising relations. This strategy assumes that bilateral tensions form political obstacles and that regional players like China are too invested to provide objective mediation. Third parties can also provide energy and economic aid in exchange for nuclear dismantling. The multilateral strategy works to ensure that Bush does not lose face. 

2. Horse before the cart: a strategy which focuses on removing the nuclear threat before other matters can be discussed. It assumes that the US, China and South Korea wish to find a solution together (by collectively putting pressure on the DPRK) and that Pyongyang will concede it must be the first to lay down its gun. The strategy is risky for Bush. If it fails, he loses face; if it works, hardliners in Washington will not easily be prepared to lavish economic aid on the country. Once again, loss of face and ammunition for the opposition. In addition, because of its historic relationship with the DPRK, China may not want to make such a threat against Pyongyang as it is also North Korea’s most important supplier of oil. The longer Pyongyang can draw the crisis out, the longer it will have to enrich uranium.

3. Precision-guided markets: the core of this strategy is an economic approach; it provides an essential role for NGOs, banks and corporations which can engage with North Korean society. Humanitarian aid must be depoliticised. The objective is transition to a stable economy first through non-state channels and then by adaptation of the economic system so that it can survive in the world market. Negotiations must move away from the political trajectory and emphasis must be firmly placed on diplomatic and multilateral approaches. The strategy seeks to shift the focus from nuclear problems and to allow Kim Jong-il’s leadership to continue. The “danger” of exporting nuclear materials however continues to exist for a while longer.

4. Civil society: if the US reconciliation policy fails, this strategy, which also shifts away from the monopoly of government relations, provides an alternative. Civil society must be given a structural position in international political affairs so that the hardliners’ political (war) agendas become more difficult to implement. This indirect strategy includes influencing national governments via their civil societies and rests heavily on the widespread dissemination of information and the use of open sources. The strategy seeks to convince allied and friendly states to attempt to reach a peaceful solution.   

5. Plutonium pineapples: this is the name for the strategy whereby the US issues threats of decisive action as soon as nuclear proliferation from the DPRK is discovered. This could take the form of military/political action which would involve something like a military attack on Yongbyon if the DPRK turns out to be responsible for the proliferation and if the demand for immediate transparency is not satisfied. Or it could be handled as a criminal issue with expanded powers for Interpol and, at the same time, a clampdown on narco-criminal syndicates of the DPRK elite. 

The Nautilus Institute concludes that a multilateral solution and multi-track approach, that is, one that involves non-governmental channels, are the best ways to achieve a peaceful outcome.

4. War scenarios prepared by the U.S. Center for Defense Information (CDI)

The war scenarios prepared last summer by the CDI focus on the military dimension of the present situation. Despite their somewhat short-term focus, they are being used here for information purposes because they all have mid-level “plausibility value” and are easy to use for setting up internal policy scenarios (“what if….”).

I
Military action North Korea has already taken 

North Korean military action, such as intrusions into no-fly zones and launching cruise missiles in the Sea of Japan, has served to force negotiations or to achieve a more favourable final agreement. North Korea will continue this pattern.

II
American surgical air strikes

The US carries out surgical air strikes to destroy North Korean nuclear facilities (Yongbyon etc.). These plans, under consideration in 1993-1994, are again being discussed at length in Washington. This might provoke a limited reprisal from North Korea but might also lead to a more destructive attack on Seoul. 

III
Missile launches
 


The DPRK launches a ballistic missile (not equipped with a nuclear warhead) which is still in the test phase (Taepo-dong 2 for long-range strikes). Pyongyang does this to raise its “status” and the morale of its population because a missile of this type with a nuclear warhead would have serious consequences and could reach as far as the American west coast.

IV
Attack on Seoul

North Korea attacks Seoul with artillery and missiles. This threat was made by a DPRK representative during the 1994 negotiations and should be taken seriously – as a surprise attack but more probably as a reprisal for an American surgical attack on Yongbyon. 80% of total North Korean firepower is within 60 km of the DMZ and, in view of its offensive strategy, Pyongyang can itself initiate an attack on Seoul which can lead to a full-scale war.
 

V
Full-scale war

A full-scale war launched either by the US and South Korea to topple the regime in Pyongyang (the CDI considers plausible that a blitzkrieg would keep the number of victims to a minimum) or by Pyongyang against South Korea. The second scenario offers two options: a limited operation with a later pull-back to start diplomatic negotiations or an all-out attempt to achieve reunification by military means and under a DPRK regime. 

There are two scenarios which the CDI did not set out:

VI
Infiltration

Military infiltration as a consequence of DPRK infiltration in South Korea. North Korea has been using this method with varying success since 1953. Recently discovered infiltration occurred in 1996 and 1998. Bermudez posits that over the last two years intelligence units from the DPRK infiltrated South Korea and Japan.

VII
Escalation of the crab fishery incident

Military confrontation provided by the Yellow Sea blue crab fishery like in June 1999 and June 2002.

Prepared by Chris Devillers – Strategic Policy Planning Unit (Scenario Planning)
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