








armed North Korea would pose. Relying on 
deterrence still leaves room for dangerous North 
Korean mischief in other respects. Pyongyang's 
proliferation activities are especially worrisome. 
North Korea's apparent nuclear assistance to 
Syria, and perhaps to Burma (Myanmar) as well, 
makes one wonder what other countries or non­
state actors (which would be even more troubling) 
might benefit from such aid. Indeed, the prospect 
of Pyongyang becoming the supermarket 
to the world and selling nuclear technology, 
fissile material, and perhaps even operational 
nuclear warheads is more worrisome than the 
remote danger that North Korea would attack 
neighbouring countries or the United States. 
Dealing with a nuclear-armed North Korea would 
be, at the very least, a chronic and nerve-wracking 
experience for the rest of the world. 

Option 4: Induce China to solve the 
problem-at a price. 
The final option amounts to inducing China to 
actively undermine Kim Jong-!l's regime and 
orchestrate the emergence of a more pragmatic 
government in Pyongyang, along with the explicit 
condition of keeping the country non-nuclear. As 
part of the bargain, Beijing would also commit to 
the reunification of the two Koreas within the next 
generation. 

If the price were right, it is at least possible that 
Chinese leaders might be bold enough to accept 
the risks involved in undermining Kim Jong-!l's 
regime and replacing it with a more moderate 
government-even though such a strategy could 
destabilise the North Korean state and allow events 
to spiral out of control. It has to be conceded, 
though, that China may not have enough influence 
in North Korea to carry out such a policy, even if 
Chinese leaders were willing to incur the risks. 

Moreover, if Beijing were willing to make 
the attempt, the price in terms of concessions 
extracted from Washington would certainly not 
be cheap. At a minimum, Beijing would want the 
United States to end its military presence on the 
Korean Peninsula and, in all likelihood, to phase 
out its security alliance with Seoul. That would 
require the United States (and Japan) to accept a 
significant expansion of Chinese influence on the 
Korean Peninsula. 
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But to some extent, this is already happening. 
Trade between South Korea and China is expanding 
rapidly, and Seoul's policies on a variety of issues, 
including relations with Japan and the status of 
Taiwan, seem to align more with those of Beijing 
than the United States. The cozy relationship with 
China was more apparent during the previous left­
leaning South Korean administration than under 
the current conservative president, Lee Myung­
bak, but it is still substantial. Conversely, relations 
between Seoul and Washington have noticeably 
cooled over the past decade.6 Although relations 
with America have improved under President Lee 
compared to Roh Moo-hyuns administration, 
US-South Korean ties are not what they were in 
earlier decades. 

Giving Beijing such concessions on 
Taiwan might well prove more difficult 
and painful than conceding on the 
Korean Peninsula. 

In the future, South Korea-and even a united 
Korea-would likely to be fairly close to China 
diplomatically and economically. By offering 
incentives to Beijing to move against Kim Jong­
!l's regime, the United States would at least get 
something important in return for relinquishing 
an already waning strategic and political asset. 

Chinese leaders would likely seek US 
concessions on Taiwan too. At the least, Beijing 
would want the United States to cease selling 
arms to Taiwan. The intensity of the Chinese 
government's reaction to the relatively modest 
arms package that the Obama administration 
approved in January 2010 suggests just how 
salient this issue is for Beijing. Chinese leaders 
would probably press Washington to be more 
'cooperative' in telling Taiwan that there is no 
realistic alternative to ultimate re-unification with 
the mainland. 

Giving Beijing such concessions on Taiwan 
might well prove more difficult and painful than 
conceding on the Korean Peninsula. And there 
should be no rush to grant the Chinese government 
its maximum demands for taking a more proactive 
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posltlon towards a disruptive and dangerous 
North Korea. Negotiations should be aimed at 
urging China to take decisive Chinese action for 
fewer concessions. At the same time, the nuclear 
crisis is urgent enough that US policymakers need 
to be flexible about their Taiwan policy in their 
negotiations with China. 

For obvious reasons, making major geopolitical 
concessions to encourage China to be more 
forceful and proactive regarding the North Korean 
problem would not be easy for US policymakers. It 
would involve a tacit admission that China would 
henceforth be the most influential outside power 
with respect to Korean affairs, a development that 
would certainly not please Japan, Washington's 
principal ally in East Asia. It would also mean a 
measurable shift in the overall status and power 
positions of the United States and China in 
the region. Such a change would likely make 
all of China's neighbours somewhat nervous. 
Nevertheless, American-and East Asian-leaders 
must ask themselves whether such sacrifices might 
be the necessary price they have to pay to end the 
North Korean nuclear threat. 

In any case, US and East Asian officials need 
to think about a Plan B now. It is not a prudent 
strategy simply to hope that the six-party talks will 
produce an enforceable, effective solution. Given 
North Korea's record, that is merely the triumph 
of hope over experience. 
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