
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Preliminary Note: 

 
On January 19, 2021 Antony Blinken at his Senate confirmation hearing 
said: “I think we have to review, and we intend to review, the entire 
approach and policy toward North Korea, because this is a hard problem 
that has plagued administration after administration. And it’s a problem 
that has not gotten better – in fact, it’s gotten worse,”  
 
Several months later, on April 29, 2021, The White House said that its 
"goal remains the complete denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula, 
with the clear understanding that the efforts of the past four 
administrations have not achieved this objective."  The US will deploy a 
"calibrated, practical approach that is open to and will explore diplomacy 
with the DPRK and to make practical progress that increases the security 
of the United States, our allies and deployed forces."  
 
What policies has the United States implemented over the past four 
administrations? A short review.
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  6.1. Introduction
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The bilateral relations between the United States and the Democratic People's 
Republic of Korea (North Korea) since the end of the Cold War have been 
focused on the nuclear proliferation, trying to prevent North Korea becoming 
a nuclear-armed country and later trying to reach an agreement for its 
complete and verifiable nuclear disarmament. The chapter presents the 
evolution of the US approaches and negotiations since the 1990s to the 
present, pointing out the increasing differences existing in the regional and 
international context of the last twenty years and the lack of adequate 
adaptation of the US proposals and negotiations to this changing regional and 
international context. 

The bilateral relations between the United States and the Republic of 
Korea (South Korea), while diversified in content, have focus in a substantial 
part on the changing security relations of the Korean Peninsula. However, 
these relationships also require a better adaptation to the changing security 
context of Northwest Asia. 

6.2. The talks and negotiations between the United States and North 
Korea during president Bush's administrations 

The United States and the Democratic People's Republic of Korea (DPRK) 
had signed an agreement on 22 October 1994 to end their dispute over North 
Korea's nuclear program.1 Several years later, after the terrorist attacks of 
September 11, the US government linked more closely terrorism and 
weapons of mass destruction (WMD) focusing in particular on States of 
special concern. President George W. Bush in his speech on the State of the 
Union on January 29, 2002, branded three countries — North Korea, Iran 
and Iraq — as rogue States that could provide WMD to terrorists. 

North Korea soon became aware of military preparations to force a 
change of its political regime, becoming bilateral relations very tense. In 
addition, within the "Nuclear Posture Review" of the new US administration, 
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a list of States that could be subject to nuclear attacks was established, 
including North Korea. This would impact very strongly on North Korea. 

In October 2002, following a bilateral meeting in Pyongyang, the US 
delegation, chaired by James Kelly, claimed that the North Korean side had 
admitted to having an uranium enrichment program -accusations that 
Pyongyang subsequently denied- This, if it was true, because it has never 
been convincingly clarified by the United States, meant the DPRK's violation 
of the 1994 Agreed Framework to freeze the development of nuclear plants 
and other nuclear activities. KEDO (The Korean Peninsula Energy 
Development Organization) agreements were suspended and the 
International Atomic Energy Agency intervened. Finally, North Korea 
withdrew from the Non-Proliferation Treaty, citing US aggression. 

The United States, seeking to avoid a bilateral negotiation, after 
considering several formulas, requested the Beijing's support for a five-party 
negotiation (United States, the People's Republic of Korea, the Republic of 
Korea, the People's Republic of China and Japan), and, in the end, the 
persuasive pressures of the People's Republic of China on North Korea 
achieved the acceptance of an intermediate formula, a trilateral formula. The 
first meeting in this format was held in Beijing on April 23-24, 2003 between 
the United States, the People's Republic of Korea and the People's Republic 
of China. At this meeting, the United States rejected the North Korea's four- 
stage settlement proposal and established its position: It would only negotiate 
a political and economic agreement after the complete, irreversible and 
verifiable disarmament of North Korea. The meeting ended badly and before 
schedule. 

Finally, in August 2003 China managed to host the Six-Party Talks  
(China, United States, the People's Republic of Korea, the Republic of Korea, 
Japan and Russia) to resolve the nuclear problem created by North Korea, 
through negotiations, given that, in addition, Li Gun, Deputy Director of the 
North Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs, at the meeting in Beijing had 
informally told James Kelly that North Korea possessed nuclear weapons. It 
was the first time North Korea representatives had made such a statement.2 

The Six-Party Talks with the aim of avoiding North Korea should 
become a nuclear state3 and a new war in Korea, started in August 27, 2003 
in Beijing. After several rounds, finally made a first breakthrough for 
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resolving the nuclear crisis with the adoption on September 19, 2005 of a 
Joint Declaration. The North Korea was committed to abandon nuclear 
weapons and ongoing nuclear programs, to return to the Non-Proliferation 
Treaty, accepting inspections by the International Atomic Energy Agency, in 
exchange for economic normalization, cooperation, aid in the energy and 
food sectors and investments, US security guarantees and, at the end, 
normalization of relations with the United States and Japan. United States 
and South Korea affirmed that they would not deploy nuclear weapons on 
the Korean Peninsula. 

The six countries also committed themselves to joint efforts for 
achieving a lasting peace and stability in Northeast Asia. According to the 
Joint Declaration, the directly related parties had to negotiate a permanent 
peace regime on the Korean Peninsula at an appropriate separate forum. The 
six parties agreed to explore ways and means for promoting security 
cooperation in Northeast Asia.4 This last point implied the creation of a  new 
security forum for Northeast Asia outside the traditional ASEAN framework. 

This important step was soon tarnished, when the US Treasury 
Department designated Delta Asia Bank as a bank of major concern, 
accusing the North Korea government of money laundering and corrupt 
financial activities, freezing fifty accounts it kept there. 

This will lead to the launching by North Korea of seven missiles, 
including a Taepodong 2, which fell into the Japanese Sea, on July 5, 2006. 
This time, China joined the Security Council resolution, imposing non- 
mandatory sanctions, sanctions that were increased and became mandatory 
after the first nuclear test of October 9, 2006. However, the sanctions 
effectiveness was reduced in the absence of compliance by North Korean 
neighbors, in particular China. 

Beijing push again North Korea to return to the Six-Party Talks and 
a new joint declaration was agreed in February 2007. North Korea committed 
to close Yongbyon's nuclear facilities, including the processing plant, in 
exchange for aid, a normalization of relations and the lifting of the freezing 
of funds at Delta Asia Bank. In this way, the process took speed again, 
beginning with the closure of Yongbyon and culminating with the 
destruction of the reactor´s cooling tower on June 27, 2007. The progress of 
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denuclearization continued in 2008, giving Pyongyang some details of the 
nuclear program, but a verification agreement was not reached. 

In the meantime, a new president took office in Seoul on February 
2008, initiating a different approach to inter-Korean relations, a constructive 
approach of conditional reciprocity, the DNO 3000 proposal, as an 
alternative to the engagement approach and unconditional economic 
assistance that formed the foundations of Kim Dae Jung’s Sunshine Policy 
and Roh Moo Hyun’s Peace and Prosperity Policy toward North Korea. Most 
of the inter-Korean projects agreed in the second Pyongyang summit, on 
October 2-4, 2007 were postponed. Lee Myung-bak government cut in the 
budget for inter-Korean cooperation and abolished the Ministry of 
Unification that became integrated in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade. Lee promised to provide a massive economic assistance and 
development aid, but North Korea's denuclearization was a precondition. For 
the new government, critical on human rights violations, North Korea was 
not its policy priority. It had developed a different perspective on Korea´s 
unification.5 

This new policy helped Pyongyang to consider that the process 
initiated in 2007 was no longer suitable for the security interests of North 
Korea and in November 2008 banned the entry of inspectors to its nuclear 
installations and restarted its nuclear program. 

6. 3. United States and the military alliance with South Korea 

The US- South Korea Mutual Defense Treaty, signed in 1953 evolved after 
the Cold War. During the president Bush administration, it was agreed to 
transform and re-position the US forces deployed in Korea. This change 
became quite problematic. South Korean president Roh Moo-hyun was 
always quite disdainful towards the US policy on North Korea and suffered 
heavy onslaughts from important members of the US administration. All this 
added to a political position hostile to a military collaboration with Japan. 

The Pentagon, on the other hand, showed low sensitivity and respect 
for its ally, approving proposals and policies without prior consultation and 
prior information to the Korean government. 

On the one hand, the re-position of forces placing them further south  
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of the demilitarized zone (DMZ) and possible invasion routes significantly 
impacted the Korean authorities. Adding to this, a reduction of forces by a 
third was included, compensating this reduction with the introduction of new 
weapons systems. In this way, the Pentagon withdrew a combat brigade of 
3,600 troops from the Second Division and sent it to Iraq. The level of forces 
thus decreased, falling from 37,000 to 25,000 in September 2008, despite 
North Korea´s nuclear test in October 2006. 

At the same time, Donald Rumsfeld made it clear that US forces 
stationed in Korea had global missions, they weren't just about to deter an 
attack by North Korea. 

All this increased fear in the South Korean authorities that the US 
forces stationed in Korea could be used at the regional level to engage in 
other types of conflicts, especially with China. 

Another significant point was the agreement in 2006 for the transfer 
to South Korea in April 2012 of the Operational Control (OPCON) of 
military forces, dismantling the command of joint forces that had been led 
by the United States. President Roh Moo-hyun's government regarded this 
issue as a matter of national sovereignty. 

The effect of these changes and US policy towards North Korea was 
negative, as the bilateral relationship became quite strained not only at the 
official level but also at the expert level, for which the US's approach to North 
Korea was wrong and prevented the improvement of relations between the two 
Koreas, reaching rather regrettable situations in bilateral meetings, despite 
progress in the negotiations in the Six-Party Talks. 

Fortunately, a new factor helped to improve the situation. In the 2007 
presidential election, the Grand National Party won and was elected as new 
president, Lee Myung-bak, who considered the alliance with the United 
States a priority. During 2008 the bilateral relations improved very 
substantially. The new Secretary of Defense, Robert Gates, stopped the 
decline in forces, stabilizing them at 28,500. Coordination to tackle an 
increasingly bellicose North Korea, following the failure of the Six-Party 
Talks, was also an important incentive for closer collaboration. 



110 The US Relations with the two Koreas 112 
 

 

6.4. The president Obama´s administration and the policy of 
engagement with North Korea 

Although president Obama's new administration wanted to change the course 
and develop a policy of engagement with North Korea, this country, three 
months after the inauguration of the new presidency, despite the prohibitions 
established by the Security Council, launched a new Taepodong 2 missile in 
April 5, 2009, with the consequent condemnation of the Security Council, 
calling on the United Nations Sanctions Committee to implement the 
financial sanctions and arms embargo set in the October resolution of 2006. 
As a consequence, the North Korea withdrew from the Six-Party Talks and the 
second nuclear test took place on May 25, 2009. Again, the United Nations 
Security Council condemned the nuclear test and approved an extension of 
sanctions. 6 

In this new environment, the Obama administration changed 
drastically its engagement policy and adopted a hardline policy, 
demonstrated by the US position adopted when the serious incidents of 2010 
and 2011 took place: the sinking of the Cheonan Pohang-class corvette in 
March 26, 2010, that led to the imposition of new sanctions on North Korea 
by the United States, holding a joint military exercise with South Korea in 
the Sea of Japan and activating the signing of a free trade agreement with 
South Korea; and the bombing by North Korea of the Yeonpyeong island. 
China did not support a policy of greater harshness. President Hu even told 
president Obama in Toronto on June 24, 2010, that they were impartial in a 
conflict between the two Koreas.7 The Chinese Military Commission had 
previously taken a very weak position after the second nuclear test. It was a 
colossal mistake. 

Re-established the contacts between the two Koreas, as the United 
States wanted, it was a matter of reaching again a bilateral coordination on 
the policies and steps to be followed. The fear of destabilization in North 
Korea was also very present, given the state of health of Kim Jong-il. This 
was also a topic of conversation between China and the United States.8 

A new attempt by the Obama administration between July and 
October 2011 to restart negotiations with North Korea was unsuccessful, as 
North Korea no longer accepted as a precondition for resuming the Six-Party 
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Talks, the abandonment of its nuclear program. 

 Kim Jong-il died on December 17, 2011 and expectations of a better 
understanding seemed to open up, but these expectations of a policy change 
did not materialize. The bilateral agreement of February 29, 2012 on a 
moratorium on uranium enrichment and missile testing and a return of IAEA 
inspectors to Yongbyon, leading to a resumption of the Six-Party Talks was 
not finally fulfilled. Kim Jong Jong-un's rise to power in December 2011 and 
his political consolidation brought, at the end, a re-affirmation of the regime's 
military policy. Further nuclear tests took place in February 2013 and in 
January and September 2016 as well as long-range missile tests, generating 
new condemnations and the reinforcement of sanctions by the United 
Nations Security Council. 

The Six-Party Talks had already lost their meaning. North Korea 
regarded its nuclear program as a fundamental reassurance for the regime's 
defense against foreign enemies such as the United States. 

In general, we can say that the United States maintained, during the 
president Obama's administrations, the policy of “strategic patience”, in a 
clear break with president Bush more robust policies, being open to dialogue 
but imposing increasing sanctions for bad behavior, approving covert 
sabotages on North Korean missiles, providing anti-missile defense systems 
to North Korea's neighbors and putting pressure on the Chinese government, 
considering that China had the key to solving the problem, given its influence 
on North Korea. This last point would also be a factor of containment in the 
US relations and approaches towards China. 

However, China's justifications and arguments underlining, as a 
priority, the need to maintain North Korea's stability9, putting aside other 
considerations, proved, over the years, to be increasingly less credible, even 
if the United States largely assumed these justifications at the official level. 
It is also important to note that the Obama administration paid more attention 
to Iran's nuclear and missile programs than to North Korea's programs. A 
mistake that would also be colossal. Thus, after the North Korea's fifth 
nuclear test, despite sanctions imposed by the United Nations Security 
Council, the United States pressured China to decisively influence the North 
Korean authorities to end nuclear tests and comply with the Korean peninsula 
denuclearization treaty. The alternative considered at this time by president  
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Obama, a pre-empitve strike, was not feasible based on his results, as the 
intelligence services and the Pentagon informed after a close study.10 

The North Korea´s proposal of 2003 to sign a non-aggression pact, 
obtain economic compensation and normalize relations with the United 
States or the declaration of September 19, 2005, were outdated. However, 
the last point of this declaration on the negotiation of a permanent peace 
regime on the Korean Peninsula by the six parties at an appropriate separate 
forum and exploring ways and means for promoting security cooperation in 
Northeast Asia is still considered by Russia and China as a fundamental item 
to be present in a negotiation with North Korea. 

6.5. The strengthening of the US Alliance with South Korea 

The attack on a South Korean corvette and its sinking in March 26, 2010, led 
to the imposition of new sanctions on North Korea by the United States, 
holding a joint military exercise with South Korea in the Sea of Japan and 
activating the negotiations and the signing of a free trade agreement with 
South Korea. 

In the military field, the attack induced to reconsider the 
transformation of the bilateral alliance and its enlargement, going beyond the 
defense against North Korea to address also regional and global issues as 
established in the "Joint Vision" declaration signed in Washington on June 
16, 2009.11 It spurred closer bilateral military planning to address possible 
contingencies, new joint military activities and the strengthening of the 
alliance, issues that alarmed China. On 10-11 July, the 2+2 meeting of 
Ministers of Defense and Foreign Affairs took place, assessing the situation 
created by the sinking of the Cheonan corvette, Kim Jong-il's disease and 
Kim Jong-un's role.12 Following this meeting, massive military exercises 
took place. And, in September, in view of the situation, the two States 
decided to postpone the transfer of OPCOM to the Korean authorities until 
2015. The operational roadmap "Strategic Alliance 2015" was established 
and underlined, and, in addition to this new transition, the itinerary for 
improving South Korea's military capabilities, changes in the relocation of 
US forces and the deployment standardization for two or three years as was 
done in Germany or Japan, were emphasized. 

In November 10, president Obama travelled to Seoul on the occasion 
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of the G20 meeting and he drew the president Hu's attention to the serious 
consequences of North Korea's nuclear and missile activities, including the 
visit to the Yongbyon uranium enrichment facilities by three Stanford 
University professors, all this in a context of an uncertain political transition, 
given Kim Jong-il's illness. He came to tell that if there was no collaboration 
he would act on his own. 

Within days, on November 23, North Korea bombed Yeonpyeong 
Island, killing four South Korean civilians and inducing US and South 
Korean military maneuvers in the Yellow Sea with China's dismay. President 
Lee Myung-bak threatened a military response if a new provocation occurred 
and, in mid-December, they conducted new military exercises on the island, 
closely followed by the United States. 

The following year the United States launched the “Pivot to Asia” 
initiative, later called “Rebalance” that sought to take a strategic turn to its 
global policies. The new strategy presented from the pages of the Foreign 

Policy journal on October 11, 2011 by Hillary Clinton noted that the future 
of the United States would be decided in Asia, not in Afghanistan or Iraq. A 
strategic shift and a re-engagement with this region were needed. One 
element of the new regional strategy was the strengthening and updating of 
military alliances with Japan, South Korea, Australia, the Philippines and 
Thailand, considered cornerstones of the new strategy 

This new orientation along with North Korea's nuclear and missile 
tests had a fundamental impact on the restructuring of defensive relations 
between South Korea and the United States. The number of meetings 
between Ministers of Defense and Foreign Relations in 2+2 format increased 
and also the number of issues to be dealt with. The biannual bilateral dialogue 
on Integrated Defense served as a springboard for the launch of numerous 
initiatives. In addition, regular meetings took place between Defense 
ministers at the Security Advisory Meetings. The South Korean Armed 
Forces modernization and their ability to interoperate with the United States 
grew significantly in these years. 

Bilateral defensive military exercises were also growing in breadth 
and intensity in correlation to North Korea's provocations with its nuclear 
tests. These exercises, especially the "Key Resolve" and "Foal Eagle", 

  encompassed land, sea and air components, as well as computer simulations.
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In 2013, it was reported by the United States that B-52 and B-2 bombers had 
participated in the military exercises and, following the 2016 nuclear tests, 
new strategic B-52 and B-1B bombers participated in the military exercises. 

Given the growing tension, in 2014 both states agreed to postpone 
again the transfer of the US control of wartime operations (OPCOM) to 
South Korea. The relocation of the US forces deployed near the demilitarized 
zone to other bases further south also suffered significant delays. 

Finally, it should be noted that, in July 2016, as a result of North 
Korea's ongoing missile testing, the deployment of the Theater High Altitude 
Area Defense (THAAD) missile defense system was announced in South 
Korea by the end of 2017, despite serious objections from China which 
immediately promoted strong retaliatory measures against South Korea, 
affecting in particular the bilateral trade. 

However, the US goal of a trilateral collaboration with South Korea 
and Japan had a small and short-lived embodiment at the end of Obama's 
second presidency based on Korean approaches to the moral and material 
damage induced by the Japanese occupation which, while attempted to be 
resolved by the signing of an agreement in December 2015, were placed back 
on the negotiating table with the change of government. 

6.6. President Trump Administration: North Korea is the “biggest 
nightmare” and China has the key for a solution 

The Trump administration will inherit as the main problem to resolve the 
North Korean nuclear issue. According to Bob Woodward, and later 
confirmed by president Trump himself,13 two days after the 2016 presidential 
election, Barack Obama and Donald Trump met at the White House and 
Obama told Trump that North Korea was his biggest headache and will 
become the biggest nightmare of the new president.14The new administration 
studied three big options15 and finally president Trump on March 2017 
decided to implement a policy of “maximum pressure”, covering economic, 
rhetoric assaults, military, diplomatic and covert action if needed.16 

North Korea had continued shooting off missiles. On February 11, 
North Korea test-fired a new medium-range Pukkuksong-2 missile over the 
Sea of Japan and on March 6 four medium-range missiles launches took 
place, three of which landed in Japan's exclusive economic zone, violating 
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Again. United Nations Security Council resolutions. This was a new wake-
up call, this time more striking, as the launches had taken place from mobile 
platforms and, according to the North Korean agency KCNA, the targets of 
the Hwasong artillery units responsible for making these launches were the 
US bases in Japan. They were no longer missile tests that randomly landed 
at sea. The missiles fell into an area covered by an extended arc where the 
base of Iwakuni, the only US Marine base in Japan's central territory, was 
included. Missiles were becoming increasingly accurate. They certainly 
constituted a protest backlash against US-South Korea's powerful and 
massive "Foal Eagle" military maneuvers that were going to start on March 
7 with the participation of 17,000 US troops and 300,000 South Koreans, 
implementing for the first time the OPLAN 5015, and lasting until April 30. 

Added to this was the murder on February 13 of Kim Jong-un's half- 
brother in Kuala Lumpur and the execution of five senior state security 
officials in February for having provided false information, as officially it 
was said. North Korea's internal situation was also deteriorating and 
becoming more unpredictable. 

Given the priority of the North Korean dossier, the new US Secretary 
of the State Department, Rex Tillerson traveled to Japan, South Korea and 
China in March 15-19. On this first visit to Asia, the Secretary of State put 
North Korea's nuclear program as the main issue to be resolved. Diplomatic 
approaches over the past twenty-three years to denuclearization were 
considered unsuccessful - years in which the United States provided North 
Korea with aid of approximately $1,350 million US dollars - and president 
Obama's policy of “strategic patience” had failed, and thus the threat had 
become more alarming. By 2016, North Korea had conducted more than 20 
missile launches and two new nuclear tests. It was essential to implement the 
new approach where all possible options, including the military, had to be on 
the table. 

The new approach adopted by the new administration was to be a 
central element in the conversations to be held with its interlocutors. But the 
People's Republic of China continued to insist on dialogue and diplomatic 
channels and showed a strong rejection to the US deployment of THAAD 
anti-missile systems in the Republic of Korea. This approach was already 
expected, the new US administration considered that the People's Republic 
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of China had maintained a weak position with North Korea and could have 
prevented this growing proliferation. China's proposal to abolish the US- 
South Korean joint annual maneuvers in exchange for a freeze on North 
Korea's nuclear program could not be accepted, as it was regarded as biased 
proposal putting the US defense agreements with South Korea on the 
negotiating table, and putting aside the North Korea's lack of compliance with 
the multiple United Nations Security Council resolutions. 

The new Trump administration had changed the approach 
proclaimed in the electoral campaign. From wanting to sit down with Kim 
Jong-un to negotiate an agreement, as Donald Trump had said, had adopted 
a hard line, wanting China to use every means at its disposal - including 
pressure on its banks and businesses - to solve the problem, even trying to 
establish a linkage with the bilateral trade negotiations to be developed with 
China and other issues. 

On his visit to Tokyo he met with Foreign Minister Fumio Kishida 
and Prime Minister Shinzo Abe discussing the need for a different approach 
on North Korea. The subsequent press conference, which mentioned a 
number of security issues in East and Southeast Asia, noted the critical 
importance of trilateral cooperation between the United States, Japan and the 
Republic of Korea and also the China's key role in inducing compliance with 
United Nations Security Council resolutions. Japan would seek to align its 
policy with that of the United States on the issue of North Korea and the 
bilateral Advisory Committee would be meeting soon. The debate in the 
Japanese Diet on the acquisition of long-range or shorter-range military 
systems for pre-emptive strikes against North Korean military installations, 
the US supply of missiles with offensive capability, or the improvement of 
the missile defense system, were not mentioned. 

In Seoul, Rex Tillerson met with Foreign Minister Yun Byung-se 
and the acting president Hwang Kyo-ahn and visited the demilitarized zone. 
The main point of discussion was how to realize and make operational the 
common approach to North Korea's threat. Rex Tillerson made it clear that 
the policy of “strategic patience” was over and that the military option was 
already on the table. President Trump had almost simultaneously written a 
tweet saying that "North Korea was behaving very badly. They had been 
playing the United States for years. China had done little to help." 
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At the press conference with Minister Yun Byung-se, Rex Tillerson also 
emphasized Korea's commitment to defense, criticized China's attitude of 
retaliating against South Korea over the deployment of THAAD, saying that 
China had to comply with the sanctions passed at the United Nations Security 
Council, that US still had room for an escalation in sanctions for the freeze of 
North Korea's nuclear and missile program was not acceptable - in the face 
of a remarkable current of opinion from US experts - and that talks with 
North Korea only would take place once North Korea had been denuclearized 
and delivered its nuclear weapons. 

Prior to his travel to Beijing, the Independent Journal Review 

published an interview where, regarding Tokyo and Seoul acquisition of 
nuclear weapons, he stated that "the circumstances could evolve to the point 
that for mutual deterrence reasons, we might have considered that 
(possibility)",17 as previously stated during the Bush administration and more 
recently, in 2016, by vice-president Joe Biden in an interview with Xi 
Jinping. 18 

Once in Beijing, the secretary of the State Department met with the 
State counsellor, Yang Jiechi, with the foreign minister, Wang Yi, and the 
president, Xi Jinping. According to the various official informations and the 
press conference with Minister Wang Li, these talks covered a wide agenda 
of topics, including the preparation of the summit between the two 
presidents, but the two positions clashed regarding North Korea. China 
continued to bet on negotiation, considering the Six-Party Talks as the right 
platform to resolve the nuclear issue. The United States and its allies, on the 
other hand, considered that the Six-Party Talks had aimed to prevent nuclear 
proliferation and that, once nuclear proliferation had happened, they no 
longer made sense. 

However, the anti-North Korea tone was flattened by Rex Tillerson, 
limiting in public the discrepancies and saying that tensions on the Korean 
peninsula had reached a high level and there was a sense of urgency in both 
countries to convince North Korea to change its policies and abandon the 
nuclear program, without specifying the steps to be taken - avoiding the 
outbreak of conflict - and Wang Li insisting that the talks had been candid, 
pragmatic and productive, the interlocutors had pledged to use diplomatic 
measures to achieve a peaceful settlement by avoiding the escalation of the 
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conflict, that they had to keep the head cool, and that tensions had grown 
precisely because the negotiations had been broken and it was necessary to 
return to the negotiating table. His support for the denuclearization of the 
Korean peninsula, the strict implementation of Security Council resolutions 
- an unconvincing issue depending on what was happening at the border- and 
his opposition to the deployment of the THAAD system were again 
highlighted. President Xi Jinping, for his part, stressed that Rex Tillerson's 
talks with Wang Yi and Yang Jiechi had been productive and constructive, 
that further progress in bilateral cooperation was needed and that they hoped 
for a new era of constructive developments. 

In any case, no agreement was announced in China while North 
Korea apparently successfully rehearsed a new engine system for its missiles, 
when Rex Tillerson was in Beijing. President Donald Trump again stated that 
North Korea was behaving very badly and, in turn, North Korea reiterated 
that it didn´t fear a US military attack. In South Korea the situation was 
beginning to be somewhat fluid, the candidate best placed to win the next 
presidential election, Moon Jae-in, advocated a return to Roo Moo- hyun's 
policy of engagement with North Korea, greater exchanges and economic 
integration, and greater humanitarian aid, opposing to the deployment of the 
THAAD system.19 

The following month, on April 4, North Korea launched another 
mid-range missile, just before the summit between president Trump and 
president Xi Jinping. This was to be an important topic for discussion 
alongside economic issues and other bilateral and regional issues. The 
Chinese leader eagerly awaited to see what America's real approach to Asia- 
Pacific was. The meeting in Mar-a-Lago on April 7 and 8 produced results 
considered acceptable for the reconfiguration of deteriorated relations. On 
the subject of North Korea there was an agreement to coordinate actions to 
be carried out. Trump tweeted that he offered more favorable trade terms for 
China in exchange for help in confronting the issue of North Korea and, as a 
result, China apparently took later a tougher stance toward North Korea 
intensifying border patrols and also strengthening customs inspections.20 
However, China reiterated that they were contrary to military action and that 
sanctions would not solve the problem. But the US side made very clear that 
they were willing to act to solve the problem even without China's support 
.21 
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To reassure key allies about the results of the meeting with Xi Jinping, the 
threat from North Korea and to press on the economic and trade relations 
they needed to review, vice-president Mike Pence flew to Seoul, Tokyo and 
Sydney, also making a stop in Jakarta.22 

In this complex context, an attempt to clarify the overall US strategy 
for Asia-Pacific was necessary and, in fact, took place in Singapore on the 
occasion of Shangri-La's annual dialogue. James Mattis explained the US 
commitment to the region by stating the main challenges: North Korea, the 
fight against the Islamic State that in the Philippines was trying to conquer 
the city of Marawi, and competition with China. 

The change was remarkable. From maintaing a position of 
subordinating the clarification and solution of the appropriation of reefs in 
the South China Sea to China's pressures on North Korea to resolve the 
ballistic and nuclear issue, now John Mattis moved to a clear diversification. 

From this perspective, he outlined some basic lines that, in part, 
meant a continuation with the policy of the previous Obama administration, 
in particular the strengthening of partnerships with Japan, South Korea, 
Australia and also with the Philippines and Thailand.23 

In this situation, the first meeting of the Diplomatic and Security 
Dialogue, as agreed at the Mar-a-Lago, took place in Washington on June 
21. The day before, president Trump had declared that president Xi Jinping's 
efforts to help solve North Korea's problem had not worked. The president 
was affected by the death on June 19 of the young American, Otto Warmbier, 
returned by North Korea in a coma. 

The meeting served to see how far away the two positions were. They 
addressed the issue of North Korea as the most pressing issue, agreeing to 
respect for United Nations Security Council resolutions and preventing 
companies from doing business with the entities identified in the resolutions. 
On the US side, they reiterated that China had a diplomatic responsibility and 
had to push North Korea even more, economically and diplomatically, if they 
wanted to prevent further steps in the escalation to end North Korea's 
provocations failing to comply with the prohibitions set by the Security 
Council. China, for its part, stressed the need to restore dialogue and 
negotiation, as well as the proposal for a two-track approach, encompassing 
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denuclearization and establishment of a peace mechanism and the suspension 
of missile and nuclear tests in exchange for the suspension of US and South 
Korean military exercises. China reiterated its full opposition to the 
deployment of the THAAD anti-missile system. 

It was a preparatory session before the meeting that would be held 
by the two presidents in Hamburg on the occasion of the G20 meeting. But 
the outcome of this discussion was so unsatisfactory that on June 29, the US 
government announced sanctions against Dandong Bank in China, Daliang 
Global Unity Shipping, two Chinese citizens who were running screen or 
covert companies in favor of North Korea, also putting China on the global 
list of human trafficking countries; and also the sale of arms to Taiwan for a 
sum of $1.42 billion. 

The next day, Donald Trump met with South Korea's new president, 
Moon Jae-in, who wasn't in favor of keeping sanctions on North Korea, but 
wanted to undertake a line of commitment and cooperation, breaking with 
the policies of the Grand National Party, returning to a position close to that 
maintained by the president Moo Roh-hyun of the former Millennium 
Democratic Party24 and also close to China's position. President Moon had to 
commit to a very receptive policy of coordination on North Korea - but the 
joint declaration did not mention the deployment of the THAAD anti- missile 
system - to strengthening the bilateral alliance, the trilateral cooperation with 
Japan, seeking a trade balance by opening its markets, given America's 
growing deficit in the bilateral trade.25 President Trump, at the joint press 
conference, stated that patience was over.26 

Days later, on July 7, the meeting between Donald Trump and Xi 
Jinping took place. Three days before, precisely on a special date, the 4th of 
July, North Korea had tested a new intercontinental missile capable of 
reaching Alaska and Seatle.27 

There was no significant progress in the meeting. China was 
unwilling to drown North Korea further to the point of forcing North Korea 
to end its long-range ballistic missile tests and nuclear tests. Xi Jinping, on 
the other hand, had to renew his leadership in China and other Chinese 
leaders who had to renew his term in the 19th Communist Party Congress, 
could not agree to the imposition of drastic measures, giving the impression 
that they were capitulating to the United States. The result was disappointing 
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for the US, even more so given the measures taken on June 29 that did not 
result in a spur to policy change. North Korea continued its tests, without 
interruption, and on July 28 launched a long-range missile. Apparently, Los 
Angeles, Chicago, Boston, and New York were already within range of 
North Korea's missiles.28 President Trump reacted with a twitter pointing to 
his disappointment with China, criticizing previous American leaders who 
had allowed China to get hundreds of billions of dollars a year through trade, 
but who did nothing for them on the North Korean issue.29 

China, knowing the US military preparations, opened its hand at the 
United Nations Security Council, which finally approved serious sanctions 
on North Korea, banning all North Korean exports of coal, iron, lead and 
shellfish, imposed new restrictions on the North Korea Foreign Trade Bank, 
banned joint ventures or commercial cooperatives between North Korea and 
other states, as well as new investments in existing joint ventures, and also 
banned new recruitment of Korean workers by other states.30 

North Korea's reaction was very hard, calling the sanctions a crime 
that the United States would pay for hundreds of times. And Trump's 
response was blunt, promising to respond to North Korea with "fire and 
fury." Senator Graham on an NBC program said the president had told him 
that "if thousands died, they would die there not here." Herbert R. McMaster 
in an interview on the MSNBC claimed they were prepared to launch a pre- 
emptive war. All of this caused great alarm in South Korea, and president 
Moon had to speak out and claimed that unilateral military action against 
North Korea would be intolerable, "no one was allowed to decide military 
action on the Korean peninsula without the agreement of the South Korean 
government." Xi Jinping, in a phone call to Donald Trump, sought to calm 
the tension and the maximum military pressure.31 But North Korea continued 
its missile tests in August, even after the United Nations Security Council 
adopted Resolution 2371. The Pentagon considered that they needed more 
aggressive response options in the implementation of the maximum military 
pressure.32 

The following month, on September 2, a new nuclear test took place, 
larger than those ever conducted, ensuring North Korea that it was a 
thermonuclear devise. President Trump in a tweet pointed to South Korea and 
the policy he was pursuing with North Korea, which was not to his liking: 



110 The US Relations with the two Koreas 124 
 

 

“South Korea is finding, as I have told them, that their talk of appeasement 
with North Korea will not work, they only understand one thing! " He didn't 
talk to president Moon on the phone as Shinzo Abe did. It was a sensitive 
moment, as even Donald Trump had instructed his advisers to prepare the 
necessary documentation for the withdrawal of the bilateral trade agreement, 
with South Korea (KORUS), signed on March 15, 2012, given the increasing 
bilateral trade deficit.33 

The Security Council, with the previous consent of China and 
Russia, proceeded to adopt a new resolution that proved much weaker than 
the one advocated by the United States. It established an oil embargo and 
other penalties such as the prohibition of travel to other States and the 
freezing of funds from the Korean leader and his government, as well as the 
use of force to board ships that had violated the sanctions imposed by the 
Security Council. In any event, Resolution 2375 prohibited the export of 
textiles, natural gas and their condensates, and reduced oil imports by 30%, 
prohibited labor authorizations for North Korean nationals by other States, 
except in special cases, the existing and new joint ventures or cooperative 
entities, and included Pak Yong Sik, member of the Military Commission, in 
an annex. His funds were frozen and he was banned from traveling to other 
States. In a second annex, the funds of three important institutions of the 
regime were frozen34 

Such was the irritation that, from the US General Assembly podium, 
president Trump called the North Korean regime a depraved regime. He 
considered that it was an outrage that there were States that traded, supplied 
arms and financially supported this country, stating that no one had any 
interest in seeing "this gang of criminals arm themselves with nuclear 
weapons and missiles." He added that the United States had great strength 
and patience, but that if they were forced to defend themselves and their 
allies, they would have no choice but to totally destroy North Korea, warning 
that “Rocket Man is on a suicide mission for himself” 

The tremendous speech indicated president Trump's exasperation at 
North Korea's continued challenge and the lack of an adequate international 
response. Both Japan and South Korea35aligned themselves with the US 
president, strengthening president Trump's tough position, but in his General 
Assembly address, Moon Jae-in had advocated for peacefully resolving the 
nuclear issue.36 
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Donald Trump ordered on the 21st an extension of US sanctions to North 
Korea, severing its relations with the international banking system, 
sanctioning its banks and focusing as a target on its major industries and 
shipping 37 and on September 25 the US command simulated an air attack 
using B-1 bombers and 20 planes crossing the Northern Limit Line in the sea 
that separated the two Koreas. This was considered by South Korea an 
extremely provocative action.38 War had become a real possibility.39 

It could also be said that China, weighing the possible military 
consequences, in August and September was more receptive to the interests 
of the United States on this issue.40 But the problem was still far from being 
solved. The Trump administration still believed, quite rightly, that China was 
the key to the solution. and, in this sense, preparations were made for 
president Trump's visit to Beijing. 

6.6.1. The first trip of Donald Trump to Asia on 3-14 November. North 
Korea and the launching of the Indo-Pacific strategy 

On September 29, the US. Secretary of State Rex Tillerson arrived in Beijing 
for talks with the Chinese leaders, preparing the upcoming visit to China by 
US President Donald Trump. Two important topics were discussed in the 
meetings with Xi Jinping, Yang Jiechi and Wang Yi: The Nuclear Crisis with 
North Korea and the US-China trade. The issue of Korea was boiling after 
the growing sanctions adopted by the United Nations Security Council and 
the increase of unilateral US sanctions. Nevertheless, the United States had 
open channels of communication with North Korea and both countries were 
in touch. Rex Tillerson acknowledged the existence of two or three channels 
of communication and reiterated on September 30 that they would not 
recognize North Korea as a nuclear power and had no intention of 
overthrowing the regime. There were even rumors of possible US secret 
discussions with China on planning for a scenario of North Korean collapse 
and the control of the nuclear arsenal, something that had been always 
avoided but, given the increasing possibility of a conflict, the subject could 
no longer be avoided.41 But Beijing didn't want to go that far. On the 
economic issue, the concessions that China had to make were inevitable, as 
the mute imposed by the new administration on the trade issue, waiting for 
China's support on the North Korea issue could not be maintained for a long 
time. 



110 The US Relations with the two Koreas 126 
 

 

Donald Trump, for his part, disavowed the Secretary of State on the issue of 
a negotiation with North Korea and said it was wasting time. 

Preparations were made in the White House in October for a long 
trip that would involve president Trump directly with Japan, South Korea, 
China and the ASEAN States, regardless of other interviews with Vladimir 
Putin, Narendra Modi and Malcolm Turnbull. 

The economic and commercial issue, despite its conditionalities, 
remained a priority. On the central issue of Korea, the United States was 
better disposed with China following the adoption of the last two resolutions 
at the United Nations Security Council. But the emphasis was also going to 
be placed on South Korea and its policies. Besides, the launch of the strategy 
for a “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” was high in the agenda. This was going 
to be an important novelty. 

From November 5, to November 7, Donald Trump and his wife paid 
an official visit to Japan and from Tokyo traveled to Seoul, visiting US troops 
stationed at Camp Humphrey, 67 kilometers from Seoul. The US president 
had a long meeting with president Moon and a joint press release.was 
approved, underlining the alliance, “built upon mutual trust and shared 
values of freedom, democracy, human rights, and the rule of law, remains a 
linchpin for security, stability, and prosperity in the Indo-Pacific” 42, and at a 
press conference they reviewed the most important issues of bilateral 
relations: The policy regarding North Korea, where Donald Trump showed 
some restrain, although he claimed that it was time to act urgently and with 
great determination reiterating that they were prepared to defend the United 
States and its allies using the full panoply of their military capabilities if 
necessary, that China had a unique capacity for influence, and included an 
interesting message to North Korea, saying that it “makes sense for North 
Korea to come to the table", and to "do the right thing, not only for North 
Korea but for humanity all over the world". This statement meant a departure 
from the former threatening US approach. He also emphasized the 
importance of strengthening the military alliance and purchasing billions of 
dollars of US military equipment; improving economic relations, rebalancing 
them with the renegotiation of the KORUS bilateral free trade agreement; 
and the cooperation to address global challenges.43 The next day, Donald 
Trump addressed the National Assembly where he praised the South 
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Korea's progress in the face of the "prison state" and horror, misery, slavery, 
hell, military worship, and tyranny of North Korea. The time for excuses was 
over and it was time for strength, adding that the world could not tolerate the 
menace of a rogue regime that threatens with nuclear devastation. He called 
on the international community, China and Russia to comply with Security 
Council resolutions, downgrade diplomatic relations and sever all ties of 
trade and technology.44 The hard speech was very applauded. 

After spending about 24 hours in South Korea, president Trump 
arrived in China on the afternoon of November 8, visited the Forbidden City, 
followed by afternoon tea, watched an opera performance with Xi Jinping and 
his wife, and had dinner inside the Forbidden City. The next day had a day 
full of meetings. Donald Trump was widely flattered by his hosts and in 
particular received high praise from president Xi, to such an extent that he 
was able to leave some observers out of place based on what was previously 
claimed by president Trump in South Korea and Japan about common values 
as the foundation for security and prosperity in the Indo-Pacific, for example 
when he claimed that “The United States, working with China and other 
regional partners, has an incredible opportunity to advance the cause of 
peace, security, and prosperity all across the world”.45 

The most important issues addressed, as reflected in official 
information and press conferences were as follows: First, North Korea. 
President Trump said at the meeting with the Chinese business 
representatives that China could fix the problem easily and quickly; if 
president Xi “works on it hard, it will happen. There’s no doubt about”. 
President Xi, for his part, in his statements to the press, stated that they were 
committed to achieving denuclearization and complying with United Nations 
Security Council resolutions, but the two sides had to commit themselves to 
finding a solution through dialogue and negotiation. They were willing to 
discuss with the relevant parties the way that could lead to a lasting peace 
and stability.46 

From Beijing, president Trump traveled to Danang in Vietnam, for 
the APEC meeting where he laid the foundations for the new American 
vision on the Indo-Pacific. Subsequently he visited the Philippines and on 
November 13, he attended the US-ASEAN Summit and also participated in 
bilateral meetings with president Rodrigo Duterte of the Philippines and met
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with Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, Australian Prime Minister 
Malcolm Turnbull, and Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe. And returned 
to Washington on 14 of November, skipping the East Asia Summit (EAS). 

It can be said that one important result of this trip was that in the 
main issue of the agenda, the North Korea's nuclear challenge, a 
breakthrough of some importance was achieved, although China continued 
to propose a de-escalation program and a freeze for freeze, which president 
Trump did not accept. Given the information received by secret channels, 
James Mattis saw an opportunity to start the negotiations if North Korea 
halted its nuclear and missile tests, but North Korea did not agree to negotiate 
while military exercises continued to take place in South Korea.47 

But on November 28, North Korea launched a new missile that, 
depending on the trajectory, could reach a distance of about 13,000 
kilometers, putting the entire US territory within range. The challenge was 
getting bigger. New military exercises began in South Korea and North 
Korea's Foreign Ministry, through its spokesman, said the United States was 
begging for a nuclear war and called president Trump a demon. Herbert R. 
McMaster again indicated that China could do more and that the armed 
conflict was getting closer. In fact, the possibility of a military attack, limited 
to a symbolic target in North Korea, was shuffled in response, which, in the 
end, did not occur.48 

Nevertheless, the United States negotiated a new resolution in the 
Security Council, chaired by Japan at the moment, receiving support from 
China. Resolution 2397 was adopted unanimously on 22 December. The 
resolution included new and stronger sanctions49, but it did not allow North 
Korean ships to be boarded in international waters, as China and Russia 
argued that this opened the door to possible armed conflicts. The question 
that remained in the air was whether all these sanctions would be enough, 
how long it would take to see its effectiveness and the calculations North 
Korea's leaders might be making. It was obvious that new sanctions were no 
longer virtually available, except extraterritorial or secondary sanctions. 
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6.6.2. Fixing the US position on North Korea: The new National Security 
Strategy, The National Defense Strategy and the Nuclear Posture 

Review 

A key milestone in the clarification of the US policy towards Asia Pacific 
and North Korea was the adoption of the new Security Strategy. The 
document, which pointed out from the outset, that it was an "America First 
National Security Strategy", published on December 18, initially presented a 
world that was increasingly competitive in the political, economic and 
military fields. China and Russia defied the power of the United States and 
forced to revise the US policies, protecting four fundamental interests: the 
American people, the homeland, and the way of life of the United States; 
American prosperity; peace through strength; and the influence of the United 
States. Various Indo-Pacific States were mentioned in these four pillars. In 
the first, highlighting weapons of mass destruction, appeared North Korea 
and improvements in the capabilities of China and Russia. 

The strategy, in its final section, specified all these approaches for 
protecting the fundamental interests in the various regional areas. 

With respect to the Indo-Pacific region, the document focused on 
China and stated that a geopolitical competition was taking place between 
two world-class visions, one free and one repressive. North Korea appeared 
with its cyber, nuclear and ballistic programs, its provocations and the 
consequences on nuclear proliferation in the area and even beyond. North 
Korea was considered a very serious threat, a country seeking the capability 
to kill millions of Americans with nuclear weapons and also pursuing 
chemical and biological weapons which could also be delivered by missiles. 
Continued provocations by North Korea will prompt neighboring countries 
and the United States to further strengthen security bonds and take additional 
measures to protect themselves. Missile defense was a priority. It was also 
stated that in the case of a North Korean aggression, an overwhelming 
response was needed and they had to improve the options to force the 
denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula.50 

In the National Defense Strategy published on January 19, 2018, 
North Korea again appeared as a rogue regime destabilizing the region, 
trying with its weapons of mass destruction programs and its missile 
capabilities to achieve a coercion capability over South Korea, Japan and the 
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United States.51 

Finally, in the third core document, The Nuclear Posture Review.52 
North Korea received special attention. North Korea had “accelerated its 
provocative pursuit of nuclear weapons and missile capabilities, and 
expressed explicit threats to use nuclear weapons against the United States 
and its allies in the region. North Korean officials insist that they will not 
give up nuclear weapons, and North Korea may now be only months away 
from the capability to strike the United States with nuclear-armed ballistic 
missiles”. Furthermore, North Korea posed “a `horizontal´ proliferation 
threat as a potential source of nuclear weapons or nuclear materials for other 
proliferators. North Korea’s nuclear weapons program also increases nuclear 
proliferation pressures on nonnuclear weapon states that North Korea 
directly and explicitly threatens with nuclear attack”. The US objective was 
the achievement of a complete, verifiable and irreversible nuclear-free 
Korean peninsula. 

6.6.3.  The evolution of the main threat 

Apparently, a window of opportunity was opened.at the beginning of January. 
Kim Jong-un in the New Year's speech stated that 2017 had been a year 
where he had won a great victory, being already able to counter any nuclear 
threat from the United States. The entire US territory fell within the range of 
its ballistic and nuclear systems. The nuclear weapons research sector and 
the rocket industry should mass-produce nuclear warheads and ballistic 
missiles. And, in 2018, the central task facing socialist economic 
construction was to enhance the independence and Juche character of the 
national economy and improve the people's standard of living, as well as 
inter-Korean relations.53 On January 2, 2018, president Trump in a new tweet 
said that pressures were beginning to have a big impact on North Korea and 
that the "rocket man" for the first time wanted to talk.54 

For the United States a new approach on North Korea was 
complicated. Considering the North Korean interest in improving the 
economy and the standard of living, the approval of increased sanctions was 
very complicated. Neither China nor Russia were willing to accept the 
imposition of new sanctions at the UN. The alternative was going alone 
confronting North Korea. 
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In this regard, in May 2017, Mike Pompeo, under instruction of Donald 
Trump, had set up The Korea Mission Center “to harness the full resources, 
capabilities, and authorities of the Agency in addressing the nuclear and 
ballistic missile threat posed by North Korea”. The team studied Kim's 
personal profile, interviewing around 200 people who had met and treated 
Kim in person. A conclusion of the CIA´s analysis was that Kim had a 
fascination on Western culture and an evident interest for economic 
development. Another practical conclusion was that if a negotiation started, 
there was a high possibility that North Korea would respond favorably to a 
proposal that included a safeguard of the North Korean political regime, 
avoiding the Beijing protectorate.55 

Taking into consideration this analysis, the Trump administration, 
despite Tillerson's serious objections, considering China as central for North 
Korean policy, began moving toward direct talks with North Korea while 
trying also to eliminate the decisive influence Beijing had on the issue. 
Herbert R. McMaster said: “China has made many promises over the years 
but rarely performed. The previous multi-party format did not work. We 
thought that bilateral engagement with North Korea had the best chance for 
success.”56 

For all this, though a US unilateral approach to solve the nuclear 
problem had clear limitations, Donald Trump in 2018 started to move to a 
policy of engagement maintaining in parallel the policy of maximum 
pressure, 

Apparently, the US new strategy got some results. Little by little the 
negotiating path could be opened up. 

Kim Jong-un in the New Year address had said that he was 
considering the participation of North Korean athletes in the Olympic Games 
to be held in Pieonchang, South Korea, between February 9 and 25, 2018. 
Three days later, in a phone call, president Trump and president Moon agree 
to postpone the annual joint Foal Eagle military exercise to de-conflict the 
Olympics and military exercises. On January 10, it was announced that the 
vice president Mike Pence was going to travel to Republic of Korea, Japan, 
and lead the presidential delegation to the 2018 Olympic Winter Games. 
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On February 9, he sat very close to North Korean leader Kim Jong-un’s sister 
during the opening ceremony of the Winter Olympics, but the arranged 
luncheon meeting was finally cancelled by the North Koreans given his 
criticism of the North Korean regime in his remarks in Tokyo and Seoul. 

However, a breakthrough announcement occurred in the Games 
when the North Korean delegation gave an invitation to the president of 
South Korea to visit North Korea. In fact, on March 5 Kim Jong-un met in 
Pyongyang with a South Korean delegation, including the National Security 
Adviser and the director of National Intelligence. The two sides agreed to 
hold a summit in April and North Korea also expressed an interest in talking 
with the United States about denuclearization and normalization. 

In this meeting, the South Korean delegation tried to push the 
unification process and launched an important initiative, a summit meeting 
between Donald Trump and Kim Jong-un.57 On March 8, the South Korea's 
National Security Adviser and the director of National Intelligence met with 
McMaster, cabinet members and president Trump who supported the inter- 
Korean summit and accepted the invitation.58 

But China did not want to be put aside - Tillerson approach was right. 
- and Kim Jong-un visited Beijing on March 25-28 meeting president Xi 
Jinping, trying to strengthen the deteriorated relationship with China, and 
explaining the denuclearization process they wanted to implement. 

Mike Pompeo in the Easter weekend met in Pyongyang Kim Jong- 
un discussing the creation of a working-level meeting for preparing the 
agenda of the summit and the four promises made by Kim to Chung Eui 
Yong.59 In this new situation, Kim Jong-un announced that from April 21 on, 
North Korea will stop nuclear tests and launches of intercontinental ballistic 
missiles, adding that further tests were unnecessary because Pyongyang's 
nuclear capabilities had been "verified".60 He had to meet Moon Jae-in the 
following week for the first inter-Korean summit in over a decade. 

The inter-Korean summit took place on April 27. In the final 
declaration of Panmunjeom, both States committed, inter alia, to making 
joint efforts to alleviate the acute military tension and practically eliminate 
the danger of war on the Korean Peninsula and cooperate to establish a 
permanent and solid peace regime on the Korean Peninsula. They confirmed 
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the shared goal of achieving a nuclear free Korean Peninsula but did not 
discuss the issue of denuclearization as Bolton had warned to Chung Eui 
Yong. Japan was also skeptical about the process and wanted to avoid the 
"action for action" formula and pushed for a quick dismantling of the nuclear 
program.61 South Korea had another position with a greater approximation to 
North Korean positions and advocated a step-by-step policy. This was also the 
position of China and Russia. 

Another important commitment was to establish a permanent and 
solid peace regime on the Korean Peninsula, agreeing “to actively pursue 
trilateral meetings involving the two Koreas and the United States, or 
quadrilateral meetings involving the two Koreas, the United States and China 
with a view to declaring an end to the Korean War, turning the Korean 
Armistice Agreement into a peace treaty, and establishing a permanent and 
solid peace regime”.62 This become an important point in the bilateral 
negotiations between US and North Korea in the following years. 

As direct talks between Washington and Pyongyang showed signs of 
progress, Beijing was also trying to regain lost ground and in May 8, Xi 
Jinping met again Kim in Dalian and agreed to provide assistance toward 
North Korea in the form of chemical fertilizers and food as well as provide 
support to increase agricultural production and tourists to North Korea.63 The 
following day Kim met Mike Pompeo in Pyongyang in order to finalize plans 
to the summit. 

On May 22, 2018, in remarks to reporters, Trump said he was 
disappointed that Kim had appeared to change his attitude due to the contact 
with China. Two days later, president Trump, citing anger and hostility of 
the statements of North Korean officials, call off the meeting with Kim Jong- 
un in Singapore.64 A high-ranking US government official said the 
cancellation was a message to Kim that he faced a choice between the United 
States or China. 

6.6.4. The Singapore summit 

It was a serious setback that was quickly resolved. President Moon Jae-in 
met again with Kim Jong-un on 26 May at the North Korean side of 
Panmunjom. Moon acted as a mediator between Trump and Kim laying the 
ground for the US-North Korea summit, in Singapore on June 12, 2018.65 
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Both leaders signed a Joint Statement. The preamble stated that president 
Trump had pledged to provide security guarantees and president Kim Jong- 
un had reaffirmed his commitment to a complete denuclearization of the 
Korean Peninsula. In this regard, both leaders recognized that mutual 
confidence building can promote the denuclearization of the Korean 
Peninsula. The Joint Statement stated the following: 

The United States and North Korea commit to establish new US– 
North Korea relations in accordance with the desire of the peoples of the two 
countries for peace and prosperity. 

The United States and North Korea will join their efforts to build a 
lasting and stable peace regime on the Korean Peninsula. 

Reaffirming the April 27, 2018 Panmunjom Declaration, North 
Korea committed itself to work toward complete denuclearization of the 
Korean Peninsula. 

The United States and North Korea committed themselves to 
recovering POW/MIA remains, including the immediate repatriation of those 
already identified. 

President Trump and Chairman Kim Jong-un committed themselves 
to implement the stipulations in this joint statement fully and expeditiously 
holding follow-on negotiations, at the earliest possible date, to implement the 
outcomes of the US– North Korea summit.66 

In the press conference, president Trump pledge to suspend the 
annual US-South Korea military exercises, apparently a surprise for the US 
military and the South Korean government, a major concession, and said that 
North Korea promised to destroy the facility for testing its ballistic missiles 
engines. 

The Joint Statement was a declaration of principles and said nothing, 
including the press conference, on the declaration of weapons for 
denuclearization, the time frame or the verification protocols. It did not 
include details, neither a commitment to dismantle North Korea’s ballistic 
missile program. 

Adding to this, the statement “the DPRK commits to work toward  
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complete denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula” was problematic. It was 
introduced in the Joint Declaration of January 20, 1992 between North and 
South Korea.67 Several months before, in October 1991 the North Korean 
proposal for a nuclear weapons free zone included some points unacceptable 
to the US such as the prohibition of transit, landing and visiting of any 
nuclear-capable aircraft and/or vessel on the territory of the Korean 
peninsula, the abolition of the US extended nuclear deterrence, any kind of 
military exercise involving nuclear weapons and the withdrawal of all US 
forces and nuclear weapons from the Korean Peninsula.68 And several years 
later, in an official statement dated July 6, 2016, the denuclearization was 
redefined. Achieving the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula meant the 
dismantling of nukes in South Korea and its vicinity, demanding that “all 
nuclear weapons of the United States, which it has neither confirmed nor 
denied after bringing them into South Korea, must be publicly disclosed”, 
“all the nukes and their bases should be dismantled and verified in the eyes 
of the world”, “the US should ensure that it would never bring again the 
nuclear strike means to South Korea, which the US has frequently deployed 
on the Korean Peninsula and in its vicinity”, the US “should commit itself to 
neither intimidating North Korea with nukes or through an act of nuclear war 
nor using nukes against North Korea in any case”, “the withdrawal of the US 
troops holding the right to use nukes from South Korea should be declared.”69 
In December 20, 2018, the State-run Korean Central News Agency in another 
statement said that “the proper definition of denuclearization of the Korean 
Peninsula is completely eliminating the American nuclear threat to North 
Korea before eliminating our nuclear capability.”70 

North Korea for its part obtained important benefits from the summit. 
A “pariah” State under heavy UN international sanctions got a meeting with 
the president of the world's first power, a better international image, 
audience, acceptance and legitimacy.71 North Korea state media informed 
also that Kim Jong-un won important concessions, including an agreement 
to a phased step-by-step process of denuclearization. Adding to this, Donald 
Trump said, on his return from the summit, that North Korea no longer posed 
a nuclear threat,72 when nuclear and missile disarmament had not yet begun. 

Many critics and hard-liners were dissatisfied with the results because 
they saw in the Joint Statement several diplomatic statements used also since 
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1994, but without a roadmap for denuclearization, easing much of the 
economic and diplomatic pressure. From now on the return to the policy of 
maximum pressure was problematic. They feared that North Korea will 
continue its nuclear and missile programs, buying time while extracting 
concessions, as it had always done. The lack of trust was reciprocal. 

Others contended that North Korea has acted in bad faith during 
negotiations and likely never intended to completely denuclearize, instead 
buying time to continue its nuclear program while extracting concessions. 
Cheong Seong Whun, formerly president of the Korea Institute for National 
Unification, attributed the failure of previous deals and policies to North 
Korea’s “chronic habit of noncompliance.” Former US Assistant Secretary 
of State, Susan Thornton, on September 28, 2017, also cited the “DPRK’s 
track record of violating the spirit and the letter of negotiated agreements and 
commitments.” 

In any case, president Trump, surprisingly said that “there is no 
longer a nuclear threat from North Korea.” 

Days after this summit, on June 19, Kim Jong-un traveled to Beijing, 
thus showing the importance he attached to China, which was not isolated in 
this process, meeting again with Xi Jinping. 

China immediately called for sanctions to be eased. Neither China 
nor Russia were willing to accept a bilateral approach between US and North 
Korea for resolving the nuclear issue. Both countries relaxed the 
implementation of sanctions imposed by the United Nations Security 
Council. Thus, investments, people, oil and black-market commerce 
continuously flowed across the borders. North Korea, for its part, achieved 
some adaptation to the new economic barriers and sanctions imposed. 

The main question was how to start the process of denuclearization, 
the sequence of actions to be taken and who should make the first move. 

For the US and South Korea, the denuclearization of the Korean 
Peninsula meant the denuclearization of North Korea but this county had 
other ideas. 

Mike Pompeo came to Pyongyang on July 6 to try to get the North 
Koreans to match their vague commitment to denuclearization, a declaration 
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of weapons sites, a timeline of deconstruction efforts and, perhaps, a written 
statement that the North’s definition of denuclearization matched Mr. 
Pompeo’s. Washington insisted that North Korea had to disclose all the 
details of its nuclear weapons program, dismantle its facilities and let outside 
inspectors verify the steps. The idea was to remove all the North’s nuclear 
weapons and its ability to build more, before offering any significant 
rewards. 

The North, who had always rejected such an approach, instead 
demanded that the United States had to take “phased simultaneous actions”, 
reciprocal measures in each step it takes toward denuclearization. They 
wanted security guarantees before denuclearization, and verification would 
be only after denuclearization avoiding a “before and after” comparison.73 
Far from dismantling its weapons facilities, North Korea had been expanding 
them and taking steps to conceal the efforts from the United States. 

Pompeo could see Kim Yong Chol again but not Kim Jong-un and, 
at the end, the North Korea Ministry of Foreign Affairs released a statement 
accusing the Trump administration of pushing a “unilateral and gangster-like 
demand for denuclearization” 

The process was blocked, giving the impression that North Korea, as 
on other occasions, was trying to reorganize and hide its nuclear facilities.74 

On August, 23, Stephen Biegun was nominated as the day to day 
negotiator. Three weeks later, the White House informed that Kim Jong-un 
has requested a second summit in a letter to president Trump and the two 
sides were working on the details. The letter, dated September 6, put some 
conditions on denuclearization: meaningful steps one at a time in a phased 
manner, such as the complete shutdown of the Nuclear Weapons Institute or 
the Satellite Launch District and the irreversible closure of the nuclear 
materials production facility.75 

In this context, in September 18-20 Kim Jong-un and Moon Jae-in 
met for their third summit, this time in Pyongyang. The two leaders signed 
the Pyongyang Joint Declaration, which includes agreements to expand the 
"cessation of military hostilities" between the two countries, advance 
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economic, humanitarian and cultural cooperation and exchanges, pursue 
complete denuclearization on the Korean Peninsula and the Kim visit to 
Seoul "at an early date." North Korea committed to dismantle the 
Dongchang-ri missile engine test site and launch platform under the 
observation of international experts and to take additional steps, like the 
dismantling of the nuclear facilities in Yongbyon, if the United States "takes 
corresponding measures in accordance with the spirit of the June 12 US- 
North Korea Joint Statement." 

An agreement on the "implementation of the Panmunjom 
Declaration in the Military Domain" was adopted as an annex to the 
Pyongyang Joint Declaration. The annex includes commitments for North 
and South Korea to establish no-fly zones along the border, halt military 
drills close to the demilitarized zone (DMZ) between the two countries and 
dismantle several guard posts inside the DMZ. 

The following day, Mike Pompeo in a statement said that there was 
a commitment by North Korea to end the denuclearization negotiations by 
January 2021- a comment made by the leaders in the inter-Korean summit76- 
and that he invited the North Korean Foreign Minister, Ri Yong Ho, to meet 
in the New York next week.77 

This meeting took place on September 7 and the Secretary of State 
agreed to travel to North Korea to work towards a second summit at the 
invitation of North Korean leader Kim Jong-un. 

Two weeks later, at the United Nations Assembly, Moon Jae-in said 
that something miraculous had taken place in the Korean Peninsula, 
emphasizing the reunification efforts and the summit held in Singapore. In 
this new environment, it was a must to encourage North Korea to stay on the 
path leading to a permanent and solid peace.78 He considered that Kim Jong- 
un was sincere in his will to denuclearize. It was sufficiently clear that South 
Korea maintained its own vision and policies, but this diplomatic game was 
very difficult to keep it consistently. 

In his turn, Ri Yong Ho, the minister of Foreign Affairs of North 
Korea, explaining the North Korean position at the General Assembly was 
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more incisive. He said that the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula 
should be realized along with the building of a peace regime under the 
principle of simultaneous actions, step by step, and giving priority to trust- 
building. They did not see any corresponding response from the US, which, 
instead of addressing the North Korean concerns for the absence of a peace 
regime in the Korean Peninsula, insisted on denuclearization first, increasing 
the level of pressure by sanctions and objected to the declaration of the end 
of war.79 The coercive methods were lethal to trust-building. In his opinion, 
under the present circumstances, without any trust in the US, there was no 
way to unilaterally disarm North Korea first.80 

Two days before this speech, Russia and China had call at the United 
Nations Security Council for sanctions relief to reward North Korea for the 
measures it has taken. 

On October 7, Mike Pompeo met in Pyongyang with Kim Jong-un 
and high officials for more than three hours, In this fourth visit he tried “to 
make sure we understand what each side is truly trying to achieve”. They 
made a clarification and evaluation of the four pillars of the Singapore 
summit declaration. Kim Jong-un complained at length about the US 
sanctions. On the question of denuclearization, the main issue on which the 
other issues depended for the United States, he promised to dismantle and 
destroy all of its plutonium and uranium enrichment facilities and Mike 
Pompeo did not pressed again for an inventory of nuclear devises and its 
production and storage sites, its missiles and missiles launchers, backing 
away from the goal of North Korea denuclearization completed by January 
2021. Kim said that he will allow inspections of the closed Punggye-ri 
nuclear test site. However, he indicated it wanted “corresponding” 
concessions for its efforts to denuclearize that were discussed, as well as the 
steps North Korea had to take toward denuclearization. Apparently, there was 
no breakthroughs, except for the question of inspections. The talks on the 
time and location of the next summit did not reach final agreements.81 In any 
case, they agreed to restart the working-level discussions.82 

The following day Mike Pompeo arrived in Seoul and later moved 
to Beijing where he met Wang Yi, not Xi Jinping, but China was unwilling 
to make any substantial changes to its policy. Previously, before going to 
Pyongyang, he had stopped in Tokyo. All the countries concerned by the 
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North Korea nuclearization, except Russia, were visited. The US was losing 
support for its policy of maximum pressure, despite the fact that North Korea 
has not implemented concrete steps for nuclear disarmament or halting its 
programs. The case of South Korea was, in particular, paradigmatic. It was 
being accused by China of not being independent and the United States, in 
turn, accused it of moving too quickly with Pyongyang.83 On September 30, 
South Korea had started to remove the mines at Panmunjom and at Arrow 
Head Hill and tried to implement a no-fly zone in the border that United 
States opposed.84 Later, it proposed to lift some unilateral sanctions imposed 
on North Korea that president Trump bluntly retorted, saying that Seoul 
could do nothing without the approval of the United States. In this vein, on 
October 15, North and South Korea agreed to begin work to establish road 
and rail links, as mentioned in the Panmunjom declaration of April 27. One 
month later, on November 24, the U.N. Security Council granted a sanctions 
waiver to allow the Koreas to conduct a joint field study for connecting their 
railroads after the United States reversed its opposition to the waiver. 

In order to avoid unilateral initiatives and strengthen bilateral 
coordination, on October 31 the United States and South Korea agree to form 
a working group to enhance cooperation on a range of issues related to North 
Korea, including sanctions implementation and “inter-Korean cooperation 
that comply with the United Nations sanctions.” 

Mike Pence in November 15 said that they would not require a 
complete list of nuclear weapons and locations before the second summit, 
adding that “I think it will be absolutely imperative in this next summit that 
we come away with a plan for identifying all of the weapons in question, 
identifying all the development sites, allowing for inspections of the sites and 
the plan for dismantling nuclear weapons.”85 

But in December talks were still stalled. A meeting programmed for 
November between Secretary of State Pompeo and North Korean General 
Kim Yongchol in New York had been postponed, citing schedule problems. 
Although Pompeo maintained the coordination with the South Korean 
Minister of Foreign Affaris, Kang Kyung-wha was growing exasperated that 
there had been no progress on the points spelled out at the Singapore summit, 
including the US war remains transfer. This was worrisome because vice-
president Mike Pence had stated in separate interviews that a second summit 
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between Donald Trump and Kim Jong-un would be held in 2019 and Donald 
Trump, on his return from the G-20 summit in Argentina on November 30, 
had said that he would probably meet with Kim Jong-un in January or 
February 2019. 

For its part, North Korean Minister of Foreign Affairs, Ri Yong Ho, 
amid the stalled talks, started a diplomatic offensive with visits to China, 
Syria and Vietnam. The border trade between China and North Korea was 
booming and North Korea was expanding a missile base at Yeongjeo-dong. 

The United States maintained its policy of maximum pressure and 
on December 10 announced sanctions against three senior North Korean 
officials including Choe Ryong-hae, the right hand of Kim Jiong-un, over 
brutal human rights abuses. North Korea protested saying that in the past six 
months the US State Department and the Treasury Department have carried 
out eight rounds of sanctions against DPRK companies, individuals and ships 
as well as other third countries through false pretexts. The sanctions were to 
block the path to denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula.86 

In this deadlocked situation, Stephen Biegun travelled on December 
19 to Panmunjom for a second meeting of the US-South Korea working 
group. They discussed how to break the impasse in the process of 
denuclearization and the allies’ policies towards DPRK, including sanctions. 
South Korea was moving too quickly and a better coordination was needed, 
easing some of maximum pressure measures, turning softer. For South Korea 
the denuclearization process had reached the point of no return and entered 
an irreversible phase. Both delegations sought not working at cross purposes 
with the two sets of talks, undermining each other. Biegun declared that they 
were willing to ease the rules for facilitating the delivery of humanitarian aid, 
lifting travel ban, reviewing the US policy on private humanitarian assistance 
to North Korea. On the military side, scaling back the military exercises and 
adjusting to smaller military drills were discussed between the US and South 
Korean militaries. 

All this meant a less for less approach, a softer approach. US was 
turning softer on DPRK but it was too early to relax economic sanctions. The 
two Koreas economic cooperation projects were clouded by sanctions on 
materials and investments needed for new industries, constructions, 
interconnections, including reopening the Gaesong complex. Joint economic
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projects were still banned until North Korea took major steps toward 
denuclearization. But South Korea insisted again on broader exemptions to 
the sanctions. 

Nevertheless, the process took on a new dynamic and on December 
25 Donald Trump received a letter from Kim Jong-un where he pointed out 
that they still had to face crucial issues in the new year 2019 and that they 
had to meet in another historic meeting “reminiscent of a scene from a 
fantasy film.” Trump responded mentioning that Hanoi or Bangkok could be 
suitable places for he next summit. 

In parallel, in another letter to president Moon Jae-in, dated 
December 30, Kim Jong-un expressed his interest in meeting with him often 
next year “to move forward discussions on peace and prosperity and resolve 
the issue of denuclearization of the Korean peninsula.” 

The next day, Kim Jong-un in the New Year address said he was 
ready to continue denuclearization talks with Donald Trump in 2019 but 
warned that he could be forced to take a “new path” if US sanctions and 
pressure against the country continued.87 

Donald Trump confirmed that negotiations were underway for the 
next summit but said that sanctions will remain in full force and effect until 
the US see very positive results. 

In this new environment, Kim Jong-un departed on January 8 to 
Beijing to prepare the next summit and Kim Yong- chol visited Washington 
on January 17 for discussing the summit. On January 18, the White House 
announced that a second Trump-Kim summit would be held in February 
2019, at a location to be announced at a later date. 

North Korea replaced the chief negotiator in talks, the counterpart of 
Stephen Biegun, nominating Kim Hyok-chol, and started the working level 
talks with a new approach, accepting the “parallel and simultaneous 
approach” that China and South Korea supported or the “action for action 
formula”. The first step was no longer going to be the demand o negotiations 
would try to get a roadmap for negotiations and declarations of North Korean 
complete inventory of nuclear assets and the working-level negotiations 
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would try to get a roadmap for negotiations and declarations of the desired 
outcomes of the joint efforts. The focus shifted from full and immediate 
denuclearization to a longer-term denuclearization process. 

John Bolton made the preparatory briefings for Donald Trump and 
after discarding the draft prepared by Stephen Biegun, following his talks in 
Pyongyang and Hanoi,88 president Trump considered that there were three 
possible outcomes: a big deal, a small deal or “I walk”. The first did not seem 
feasible, given the results of the negotiation, the second was not acceptable 
as it implied a weakening of the sanctions, and the third was the most 
plausible way out.89 

6.6.5. The Hanoi summit 

The summit finally took place in Hanoi on February 27-28 and the results 
were clearly unsatisfactory. The central issue was denuclearization and its 
meaning. Kim Jong-un offered merely the dismantling of Yongbyon in 
exchange for the lifting of all post-2016 United Nations Security Council 
sanctions. President Trump tried to convince him that a larger concession 
was needed by giving up not only Yongbyon but five nuclear sites.90 After 
several meetings, where both leaders appeared at times irritated and 
frustrated, coming and going on the subject, it was obvious that they had 
reached an impasse they could not resolve. Not even a joint statement was 
agreed.91The declaration of the end of war, as South Korea wanted, didn't 
happen, although the top US government lawyer was present at the summit.92 

The result was a clear failure due to several factors: Firstly, the delay 
in the completion of the negotiation by the working-level groups, leaving the 
central aspect of the negotiation to the two leaders; secondly, the North 
Korean counterparts were not empowered to negotiate on denuclearization. 
And also the diversity of positions within the US administration itself, where 
Stephen Biegun took a negotiating position, obviously with the knowledge 
of Mike Pompeo93, accepting different points that will be rejected by the 
national security advisor, John Bolton, upon receiving the report in his mid- 
flight to Hanoi, managing to attract to his position the president, the vice-
president and other prominent members of the Trump administration.94 

Adding to this, there was a clear-cut division in the US political 
establishment. Nancy Pelosi did not believe that North Korea intended to 
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denuclearise95 and the former Director of National Intelligence, Dan Coats, 
said publicly that "[W]e continue to assess that North Korea is unlikely to 
give up all of its nuclear weapons and production capabilities, even as it seeks 
to negotiate partial denuclearization steps to obtain key US and international 
concessions. North Korean leaders view nuclear arms as critical to regime 
survival.”96 

North Korea reportedly executed its principal nuclear negotiator, 
Kim Hyok Chol, and it was even reported that Kim Yong Chol had been 
sentenced to forced labor. 

The reaction of the United States' main allies was mixed. President 
Moon, who had been left with less room for maneuver, appointed Kim Yeon- 
chul, a controversial academic and a staunch baker of Korean unification, as 
the new Minister of Unification. He would seek a “creative solution” to the 
stalemate. At the same time, in his visit to the White House on April 11 he 
tried to convince Donald Trump that it was essential to maintain momentum 
and hold a new summit. The Blue House had suggested a phased-in deal in 
which North Korea would freeze its nuclear weapons production while 
receiving some form of sanctions, as a part of a gradual process, blaming 
John Bolton for the Hanoi failure. Trump was open to a smaller deal and did 
not oppose to a new summit but said that a prior agreement on the issue of 
denuclearization was needed.97 President Abe's position was diametrically 
opposed, considering the outcome of the summit to be positive and insisting 
on maintaining sanctions. 

On the US side, president Trump still believed that he and Kim Jong- 
un could negotiate a deal, but did not agree to the re-establishment of the 
back channel with the North Koreans at the United Nations mission. 
Sanctions were maintained and military exercises with South Korea 
continued to be downgraded. Even Stephen Biegun declared that there was 
room for the development of confidence building measures such as the 
establishment of a US diplomatic liaison office in North Korea, but he 
stressed that the US would not accept partial denuclearization nor a step by 
step approach for elimination of nuclear weapons.98However, president 
Trump wanted at all costs to maintain a good relationship with Kim Jong-un 
and tried to lower the level of pressure, avoiding further sanctions. North 
Korea began restoring a portion of the Dongchang-ri missile site and later on 
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May 4 began testing short-range missiles, the first ballistic missile tests since 
November 2017, in violation of United Nations Security Council resolutions. 
Donald Trump tried to downgrade the problem by calling them “artillery” 
tests, as South Korea also did by calling them "projectiles", playing down the 
significance of the missile launches. Japan, however, maintained a more 
consistent position, considering that they violated the Security Council 
sanctions. 

New launches of short-range missiles took place on May 9, and 
president Trump said he did not believe North Korea was ready to negotiate 
but did not consider the recent launches "a breach of trust”. He even rebuked 
John Bolton who had told reporters that the missile tests violated Security 
Council resolutions. The US Senate, for its part, tried to strengthen the US 
position, including new sanctions against North Korea with bipartisan 
legislation in the annual Defense Bill.99 

Simultaneously, North Korea strengthened its relations with Russia 
and later with China making two summits. On April 25, Kim Jong-un met 
Putin in Russki. The central topic in the discussion was denuclearization, but 
they also discussed the situation on the Korean Peninsula and the stability of 
the region. Putin emphasized that North Korea needed solid security 
guarantees to give up its nuclear arsenal and considered that the Six-Party 
Talks were the only efficient way for dealing with denuclearization.100 Xi 
Jinping, for his part, with his visit to Pyongyang on June 20-21, sought to 
strengthen relations and increase his influence on the North Korean decision- 
making process, discussing in particular the economic cooperation and the 
nuclear issue, supporting the new strategic line adopted by North Korea, 
trying also to promote the negotiation process according to its traditional 
criteria.101 

South Korea, in turn, urged the holding of a new summit102 and North 
Korea, a little bit irritated, urged South Korea to stop mediating between the 
US and North Korea.103 

6.6.6. The Panmunjom summit and its consequences 

On June 27, president Trump traveled to Osaka for the G-20 meeting and had 
two full days of meetings in Japan. Surprisingly, in a tweet on June 29, 
Trump offered to meet North Korea's Kim Jong-un at the demilitarized zone 
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(DMZ) without having a pre-established plan. Donald Trump had received a 
letter dated June 10 from Kim Jong-un, alluding to his special friendship and 
pointing out the need for a new approach to resolving outstanding issues and 
inviting him to have another meeting. President Trump agreed to this 
proposal in his June 12 response.104 On June 30th, during approximately one 
hour, Trump and Kim Jong-un met at Panmunjom, inside the DMZ. The two 
leaders agree to restart bilateral talks.105 The months since the Hanoi summit 
had been a holding pattern. 

And it was clear that something was starting to move. The US 
negotiating position was relaxing. Stephen Biegun maintained now that a 
sustained working level negotiation was necessary, empowering the North 
Korean negotiators, and a flexible approach. In his opinion, nuclear progress 
was not a condition for resuming talks. Trying to speculate considered that 
the new approach would begin with a significant but limited first step by 
North Korea, expanding the Kim Jong-un offer in Hanoi, including many 
more facilities and accepting intrusive inspections in return for lifting the 
most onerous sanctions. He believed that enough progress could be achieved 
without meaningful and verifiable steps on denuclearization. Two days 
before the new summit at the DMZ, Biegun had told his South Korean 
counterpart, Lee Do-hoon, that Washington wanted “simultaneous, parallel” 
progress on the agreement reached in Singapore.106 And, after the improvised 
new summit between the two leaders, in a briefing to the press, he again 
insisted that the new approach would begin with a meaningful first step, 
pointing out that for president Trump a nuclear freeze was a 
groundbreaking.107 But this meant a tacit acceptance of North Korea as a 
nuclear state, in a long process of denuclearization, something extremely 
problematic for South Korea.108 

All this clashed again with the positions held by John Bolton and 
prominent Republican party figures such as Lindsay Graham. Curiously 
enough, Michel Pompeo, considered a hawk by North Korea109, was letting 
go. On July 9, a State Department spokesman said that the United States 
would hope to see a freeze in the North Korean nuclear program as the start 
of a process of denuclearization, ahead of fresh talks with Pyongyang 
supposed to take place in July110 considering a break of 18 months in the 
sanctions. In this way, the negotiating activity was swiftly resumed. The  
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North Korean ambassador to Vietnam, Kim Myong-gil, was appointed as 
Stephen Biegun counterpart. China, which had urged flexibility in the 
negotiations, was informed by the United States of what had happened at the 
summit.  And Stephen Biegun left for Europe, visiting Brussels on July 8-9 
and Berlin on July 10-11 for meetings with European officials and with Lee 
Do- hoon, “to advance our shared efforts to achieve the final, fully verified 
denuclearization of North Korea.”111 

But in the middle of the month, North Korea, claiming that the 
United States was still conducting military exercises with South Korea, even 
though the deals had been reconfigured to be smaller, threatened to stop the 
negotiation process already initiated and to restart missile and nuclear tests. 
On July 25, North Korea launched two newly designed KN-23 missiles not 
affecting the US government position on talks112, and on July 31, conducted 
its second missile test in less than a week. On August 6, fired again two short- 
range missiles and, in a show of force, two new short-range missiles were 
launched in the tests that took place on August 10, August 16 and August 24 
(KN-25 type). This testing activity was perceived as a brinkmanship, 
increasing pressure on Seoul and Washington. In any case, the military drills 
-largely computer simulated war games- proceed and Japan, United 
Kingdom, France and Germany condemned the launches as violation of the 
Security Council sanctions. Nevertheless, the US officials played down the 
tests and president Trump said that these kinds of missiles did not violate the 
promises made to him by Kim Jong-un, although it was clear that North 
Korea was trying to modernize its arsenals, developing greater range missiles 
that could reach South Korea, Japan and the US bases in both countries. 

Anyway, the launches complicated the attempts to restart the 
negotiations. North Korea rejected also the dialogue with Seoul. 

At the beginning of September, Stephen Biegun declared in a speech 
at the University of Michigan that North Korea blocked the resumption of 
nuclear talks113 and three days later, North Korea responded that it wanted to 
have direct talks in late September. The next day, September 10, president 
Trump ousted John Bolton who "wasn't in line" with his agenda. President 
Trump wanted a “new method” in talks. North Korea, hours before, had 
launched two more missiles (KN-25 type).  
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On October 1 it was announced by North Korea that they would begin 
working-level talks on October 5, and the following day, in a show of strength, 
launched from the sea a ballistic missile. 

In any case, the working-level talks in Stockholm, where the US 
team brought “creative ideas” and “a number of new initiatives”, failed once 
again breaking down in an hour. Pyongyang accused the US of maintaining 
a “hostile policy” and set the year-end deadline to make new proposals on 
sanctions relief 114and security guarantees, threatening to resume nuclear and 
ICBM tests. New missile tests (NK-25 type) took place on October 31 and, 
in November, a new effort was made by the US to renew the talks but North 
Korea rebuffed the US offer of December talks not seeing a particular 
improvement in the US position and concessions, considering the offer made 
a trick to buy time. On November 28, two short-range missiles (NK-25 type) 
were launched again. 

Although the United States had suspended the planned military 
exercises with South Korea, on December 7, North Korea carried out an 
"important" engine test at a long-range rocket launch site. At the same time, 
its ambassador to the UN said that denuclearization was off the negotiating 
table with the United States. 

In a new appeasement attempt, the US blocked a UN Security 
Council meeting on North Korea human rights violations, receiving severe 
criticism from Joe Biden. New tests followed, but sanctions were not lifted 
as proposed by Russia and China. 

Kim Jong-un, in the speech to the 5th Plenary Meeting of the 7th 
Central Committee of the Workers' Party of Korea held from December 28 
to 31, stressed that North Korea would no longer be “unilaterally bound” to 
any former concessions made, including the long-range missile and nuclear 
test moratorium and he confirmed that the world will witness a new strategic 
weapon to be possessed by the DPRK in the near future. 115 

The result of the process open in Singapore was disastrous. North 
Korea had never scaled back its nuclear and missile programs during all this 
negotiating period. In a new election year in the United States it was no 
longer possible to consolidate a negotiation with such conflicting interests. 
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6.7. The US and South Korea relations under president Donald Trump 

It can be said that bilateral relations during president Trump's administration 
have been quite complicated and inconsistent on a number of issues, 
particularly those relating to the policy to be implemented with North Korea. 
In this regard, on October 31, 2018 the United States and South Korea agreed 
to form a working group to enhance cooperation and coordination on a range 
of issues related to North Korea, but significant disagreements in method and 
proposals remained. 

On economic issues, the United States sought to remedy the existing 
imbalance in the trade relations in goods and services in favor of South 
Korea, although Korean FDI in the United States had gradually increased. 
On April 27, 2017, president Trump announced his intention to renegotiate 
or terminate the KORUS FTA treaty due to the trade imbalance, and even in 
September he considered withdrawing from the agreement In October he 
finally decided to renegotiate it. On September 24, 2018, both presidents 
signed the new treaty in New York City. The new agreement included an 
increase in US auto exports from 25,000 to 50,000 with the safety regulations 
exclusively adopted in the US, plus a delay until 2041 in reductions to US 
light truck tariffs. At the same time, import restrictions were imposed on 
Korean products such as aluminum, steel, washing machines and solar 
products. In the case of steel, South Korea reduced the amount of its steel 
exports and were exempted from the 25% increase in steel tariffs that the 
United States imposed on other countries. But the trade deficit in goods and 
services continued.116 

Along with the economic issue, the issue of the military alliance was 
particularly complicated. President Trump, who was unaware of key issues 
in US relations with South Korea, considered the military alliance to be 
costly and outdated, and felt that South Korea, a rich country, had to pay 
much more for the U.S military presence, even more so given the large deficit 
in bilateral trade (“We´re suckers”117). In short, he had a transactionalist view 
of military alliances. Added to this was the fear of his main collaborators on 
various occasions, that he might decide to get US troops out of South Korea, 
considering that the military presence in Korea did not serve US interests.118 

The question of the increased South Korean contribution to the cost  
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of the US military presence has remained unresolved in the four years of 
Donald Trump's presidency. The US-South Korea "Special Measures 
Agreement" (SMA) on the determination of the costs of the military presence 
expired at the end of 2019 without any agreement being reached thereafter. 
On the US side, a 400% increase in the Korean contribution was requested, 
so that it would reach $5/5,5 billion. This increase in the contribution was 
discussed directly by president Trump in April and June 2019 with president 
Moon119without apparent results, as the increase was very substantial when 
looking at the 2018 and 2019 figures paid by the South Korean government. 
In 2018 South Korea provided about $830 million, roughly 40 % of the cost 
of the deployment of 28,500 US soldiers and on February 10, 2019, the chief 
negotiators from the two countries signed a new cost-sharing plan, which 
required South Korea to pay about $924 million in 2019, postponing the 
reckoning for one year. But the Korean counterpart has not been willing to 
accept this increase. 

It should also be mentioned that South Korea paid $9.7 billion - about 
94% of total costs - to construct new military facilities for relocating US 
military forces deployed in bases and facilities near the North Korean border 
and Seoul. The new US.Army Garrison Humphreys, located within the 
seaport city of Pyeongtaek, along the western coast of South Korea, is the 
world’s largest overseas US base. 

Apart from the issues of usefulness and cost, another important 
aspect must be mentioned. After the Singapore summit, to facilitate 
negotiations with North Korea, president Trump ordered the cancellation of 
major annual military exercises with South Korea, creating serious problems 
over the readiness of the US troops, but given the military pressures, smaller 
exercises continued.120 

Another problem that dragged on from previous years, the transfer 
of OPCON, was not solved either. The two allies had also tentatively agreed 
to relocate the Combined Forces Command headquarters in central Seoul to 
the new US Army Garrison Humphreys by 2021. Seoul and Washington are 
now eyeing 2022 as the target year for OPCON transfer. 

Finally, another point of special concern in this period was South 
Korea's decision to abandon the ROK-Japan military intelligence sharing  
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pact eroding the US-ROK-Japan security cooperation. After heavy US 
pressure, Seoul in November 2019 agreed to delay its withdrawal from the 
agreement. 

6.8. Conclusions 

We can highlight several points in the U. S. relations with the two Koreas in 
the last thirty years. 

Firstly, the unstoppable progress of North Korea's nuclear systems, 
short-, medium- and long-range missiles and the consolidation of North 
Korea as the main threat to the United States. 

Secondly, the disastrous negotiating process carried out by the 
United States from the Clinton administration to the Trump administration in 
order to address the nuclear non-proliferation in the Korean peninsula, 
especially under the Obama administrations, which was particularly ill-fated. 
Policies of “firmness” have been followed by policies of engagement, 
strategic patience, maximum pressure, and also appeasement, or even a 
mixture of several of them. Diplomatic approaches have lacked unity, 
intelligent evaluations on possible supports and allies, continuity and 
strategic vision, reaching somewhat striking situations in recent years with 
the implementation of what can be called “bromance diplomacy”. To this 
must be added the continuous pressures from the government of president 
Moon, whose main objective has been to facilitate unification, introducing 
distorting elements in the negotiation and, according to John Bolton, being 
the promoters of the summit between Donald Trump and Kim Jong-un ("a 
diplomatic fandango"). 

The Trump administration attempted to reverse the situation when 
president Obama himself confessed to the new president that North Korea 
had become the main threat to the United States and that for various reasons, 
including Seoul's proximity to the DMZ, there was no military solution. 

Initially, the Trump administration sought China's support, 
considering this country as the key to the solution, even accepting China´s 
traditional position on the different dangers of North Korean destabilization,  
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approaches that had been largely overcome. However, once the main issue, 
strong sanctions to North Korea, had been achieved in the UN Security 
Council in 2017, it tried to go alone by marginalizing China and, in another 
order, Russia, with very little results. The possibility of a military 
confrontation had vanished and China did not accept its isolation. 

This policy, on the other hand, was proven wrong. North Korea 
strengthened its consultations and cooperation with China and neither China 
nor Russia not only were not willing to accept the imposition of new 
sanctions but also did not strictly comply with the Security Council 
resolutions. Investments, people, oil and black-market commerce 
continuously flowed across the borders. North Korea, for its part, achieved 
some adaptation to the new economic barriers and sanctions imposed. 

In 2018 Donald Trump moved to a policy of engagement 
maintaining in parallel the policy of “maximum pressure”. However, with 
very limited results. North Korea didn´t trust the United States and, in this 
negotiation process, tried to slice “the salami” too thin, demanding the 
building of a climate of confidence first by lifting sanctions, offering in 
parallel some denuclearization steps and asking for legally binding security 
guarantees. Thus, the denuclearization process and building a lasting and 
stable peace regime on the Korean Peninsula should last a significant period 
of time and done only in a multilateral framework, given the Northeast Asia 
new geopolitical and security environment. 

Nevertheless, the US negotiating position changed in 2019, in 
particular after the John Bolton resignation, adopting a more flexible and 
incremental approach, and a policy of appeasement, in order to resume talks. 
But in vain. The incremental approach offered by the US, first in the 
working-level groups and later in informal conversations, was considered 
insufficient by North Korea. 

The implications of this negotiating process are critical. The personal 
connection of Donald Trump with King Jong-un apparently was clearly 
insufficient to move the negotiating process. Adding to this, a clear cut 
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division exists in the US political establishment among the Republican party, 
the Democrats and the Intelligence Services. 

There are also concerns regarding the consequences of the increasing 
modernization of North Korean nuclear and missile arsenals that took place in 
the last few years of negotiations and the implications of these negotiations 
for the US future presence in the Korean Peninsula, if denuclearization and 
reunification were coordinated with the gradual withdrawal of US troops, 
given some proposal advanced. South Korea, even taking into account its 
strong military modernization in recent years, cannot face alone the security 
threats that affects the country and the region. It needs the US nuclear 
umbrella or it must develop its own nuclear umbrella. 

Moreover, the US allies are worried after the publication in the 
newspapers of a proposal to dismantle the long-range missiles- not the short 
and middle-range missiles- in the incremental process of negotiations. 
Adding to this, the US was silent during the continuous testing of short-range 
missiles by North Korea during 2019, violating the UN Security Council 
resolutions. The risk of decoupling between US and its allies is evident. 

Other important concern was the following: easing the US demands 
with the new negotiating methodology and the acceptance of the nuclear 
freeze involve giving a precious time to the consolidation of North Korea as 
a de facto nuclear country and constitutes a clear problem and danger for 
South Korea This result is not acceptable and clashes in addition with the 
negotiating philosophy adopted by the US with Iran. Thus, the possible 
global and regional implications (“going nuclear”) are very serious. 

Additionally, we can say that, at the regional level, the role of South 
Korea is clearly limited. South Korea cannot be a mediator in the scientific 
meaning of the term, but it can use its good offices, especially between the 
US and North Korea. Adding to this, the UN sanctions to North Korea and 
the geopolitical security issues generate insurmountable barriers that block 
the freedom of movement needed for expanding the inter-Korean relations 
(unless the government of South Korea, giving the top and first priority  
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to unification, considers appropriate an Acheson line, changing the 
traditional security rationale, when North Korea and China are flexing their 
military muscles). 
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