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What Lessons Can We Learn from the Six-Party Talks?

Introduction
As U.S. President George Bush attended his last international conference at the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation Forum in Lima, Peru, on November 21, 2008, he told reporters that he had met with Chinese President Hu Jintao, South Korean President Lee Myung  Bak, Japanese Prime Minister Taro Aso, and Russian President Dimitry Medvedev to secure their commitment for next round of six-party talks to be held in early next month in Beijing.  The exact date of the next meeting will be announced by China, the host country of the six-party talks.
  

The latest development on the Korean Peninsula is that although North Korea recently permitted the inspector of the International Atomic and Energy Agency (IAEA) to inspect Yongbyon where North Korea’s nuclear facilities are located and other sites suspected of being part of the regime's nuclear program, and in return the U.S. removed North Korea from its list of state sponsors of terrorism last month, international inspectors still weren’t allowed to remove samples from the Yongbyon reactor, saying that North Korea had never agreed to do so.  This led to a stall in the talks.
  At the same time, the tension between South Korea and North Korea seems to be escalating as North Korea's military announced it will halt border crossings on December 1, 2008, which could force dozens of South Korean factories operating at an industrial park in the North to shut down—a symbolic rejection of South Korean efforts since 2000 to foster reconciliation through commerce.
  North Korea accused South Korea of an antagonistic approach to relations ever since South Korea's conservative President, Lee Myung-bak, took office in February.  At that time he promised to invest heavily in the North only if Pyongyang moved to disable its nuclear weapons program, bringing an end to a decade of unconditional aid from the South.
  The development of uncertainties might indicate an uncertain future for the next round of six-party talks since 2003.
It is generally held that North Korea tried to develop nuclear weapons since the 1960s, and that it had attempted to seek the Soviet Union’s support in developing its nuclear program, but without success.  The reason North Korea moved towards nuclear development is that it feared a nuclear attack by the U.S. and distrusted its allies, China and Russia, which might betray North Korea.
  North Korea signed the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in December 1985, and was subsequently admitted as a member of the United Nations in December 1991.  In 1993, North Korea threatened to withdraw from the NPT, which resulted in former President Jimmy Carter’s visit to Pyongyang in June 1994.  The Agreed Framework was signed between the U.S. and North Korea in October 1994, which was called the first nuclear crisis in the Korean Peninsula.
  After President George W. H. Bush was sworn in as the 43rd President in January 2001, the U.S. policy towards North Korea changed dramatically from one of engagement, and bilateral contact between the U.S. and North Korea, to one of confrontation.  It was dubbed by outsiders as a policy of ABC (anything but Clinton).  There was a period of no contact between the two sides, as the Bush administration insisted on multilateral negotiations while North Korea looked for nothing but bilateral talks with the U.S.  A six-party talk was framed under such an atmosphere trying to solve the problem of denuclearizing the Korean peninsula without success after six rounds of talks in Beijing from August 2003 to March 2007.

Since the six-party talks continue to be one of the most highly watched events in the international arena, and since the North Korean nuclear issue continues without any clear solution in sight as an imminent and potential crisis in the Northeast Asia, this paper attempts to look at what went wrong in previous talks, what lessons can be learned from previously ineffective practices of nuclear diplomacy, and where possible solutions lie for the prosperity, peace and stability in Northeast Asia.
The Bush Administration’s North Korea Policy
After President Bush took office, the Bush administration was split into two schools in terms of its North Korea policy: the school of engagement, advocated by Secretary of State Colin Powell and Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage, and the confrontational school advocated by Vice President Dick Cheney, Defense Minister Donald Rumsfeld, and Under Secretary of State John Bolton.
  The “Agreed Framework,” an agreement reached by the Clinton administration and North Korea during the first nuclear crisis on the Korean Peninsula in 1994 which temporarily halted North Korea’s plutonium development with the inspection conducted by the IAEA, and former Secretary of State Madeleine Albright’s visit to Pyongyany in October 2000, were both harshly criticized by hardliners in Washington.  The Clinton administration’s policy towards North Korea was not accepted by the Bush administration, which was described as “anything but Clinton (ABC).”
  The Bush administration insisted that there should be no contact with a tyrannical, totalitarian regime which starves its people.  The reason the Bush administration refuses to have bilateral talks with North Korea is because bilateral talks or contact will lead to the recognition of North Korea as a legitimate regime. 

From North Korea’s perspective, the “Bush Doctrine consisted of three elements: regime change, preemptive strike, and the Axis of Evil,” spelled out by Kang Sok Ju, North Korea’s first Vice Foreign Minister during a visit to Beijing.  Mr. Kang complained that although North Korea’s long-term goal was denuclearization, under the current circumstances Pyongyang had no choice but to expand its nuclear deterrent.
  When U.S. Assistant Secretary of State James Kelly visited Pyongyang in October 2002, North Korean Deputy Foreign Minister Kim Gye-gwan insisted that the U.S. should cease its hostile policies towards North Korea, and take the following measures:

- Recognize the sovereignty of the DPRK

- Enter into a mutual non-aggression treaty with the DPRK

- Not interfere with North Korean economic development

- Compensate the DPRK for the delay in construction light-water reactors

North Korea hopes that these settlements could be reached via summit-level negotiations.
  Nonetheless, the Bush administration’s North Korea policies are contrary to what North Korea expects to happen.  The idea of regime change has now become a priority among its options to deal with North Korea, even though Secretary of State Colin Powell considered the “Agreed Framework” to be practical and workable at the beginning of the Bush administration.  Powell’s moderate attitude and policies toward North Korea unavoidably clashed with the hardliners’ points of view which made the Bush administration’s North Korea policies appear irrational, ideological and shaped by political ambitions and opportunism to its allies.

The confusion in the Bush administration over its North Korea policies could not be attributed simply to the feud between Colin Powell and Richard Armitage on the one hand and Dick Cheney and Donald Rumsfeld on the other.  It was more a conflict between the regionalists and the non-proliferators instead of a feud between the State Department and the Pentagon.
 Obviously there are some conflicts in the Bush administration’s North Korea policies.  The internal conflicts between the hardliners’ confrontational approach and the moderates’ preference for engagement during the first three rounds of the six-party talks led to the hardliners’ winning out, which preceded the resignations of Secretary of State Colin Powell and Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage at the end of President Bush’s first term.  From a professional diplomat’s point of view, it does not sound logical for the Bush administration to proclaim its wish not to invade North Korea, while insisting that all options are on the table, including a regime change.   President Bush’s attitude toward North Korea was full of contradictions.  As analyzed by a senior State Department official, the Bush administration’s North Korea policy is more accurately described as ambivalent rather than incoherent.  And as the U.S. head delegate to the six-party talks, James Kelly found fault with a president who would never calm these “dogs outside the door.”
  When you have found a team of enemies within your own camp, it is said that there is no need for hostile enemies from the outside.  It’s no wonder James Kelly could not find his way out of the quagmire of the six-party talks, when his delegation became a mixed bag of members of both the pro-engagement school and the confrontation school, or regionalists and counter-proliferationalists.
  The team consisted of watchers and the watchers of watchers, a real irony in the practice of 21st century U.S. diplomacy.
Nuclear Deterrence over Reforms and Economic Development

To the North Korean authorities, the pervasive threat uppermost in its mind is that the U.S. will use its military power to attack their country.  The regime change policy advocated by the hardliners of the Bush administration has been the most dreadful and loathsome phrase to North Korea, even though the Bush administration realizes that as North Korea becomes the world’s eighth nuclear power, it is impossible to employ military actions to wipe out the nuclear facilities at Yongbyon without causing another war on the Korean Peninsula which will result in over a million casualties, and would be vehemently opposed by South Korea, Japan, and China.   The former President of South Korea, Kim Young-sam responded that “As long as I am the president, I will not mobilize any one of our 600,000 troops.  I cannot afford to commit a crime against our history and our people.”
  Nevertheless, a senior Chinese diplomat who attended the six-party talks provided a more vivid observation of the two threats North Korea is facing.  The larger threat is of course the threat from the United States.  Although President Bush has openly announced that the U.S. has no intention of invading North Korea, he and his cabinet continue to badmouth North Korea, making it assume the threat is both potential and imminent.  The second threat to North Korea is its own economy which is of more immediate concern than the other threat in the short term.
  The logic that North Korean authority uses is that nuclear program not only will serve its military purpose as a counter attack deterrent to guarantee its political survival, but will also serve as a tool to bargain with the U.S. and concerned parties for more economic aid.

After Kim Jong-Il came to power, he visited China four times.  Kim is well aware of China’s rise in the world arena and its economic success after Deng Xiaoping’s opening policy for reforms.  Kim knows that in order to develop North Korea's economy, it needs to get rid of the threat from the U.S. and to establish relations with both the U.S. and Japan.  He is aware of the importance of a peaceful environment for economic development, and also knows the importance of an open door policy.  Normalization of relations with the U.S. and Japan is one of the targets clearly requested by North Korea in the process of the six-party talks.  Without diplomatic relations with the U.S., there will be no peaceful environment and thus no reform possible in North Korea.
  

In reality, for the dictator Kim Jong-Il, the most important concern is the survival of his own political power and his regime, which is why North Korea maintains its “military first” policy and why 30% of North Korea’s budget is used to build up its military.
  Developing North Korea’s nuclear program has become its first priority, and more important than its economic development.  North Korea’s military leaders believe that the only way to guarantee North Korea’s survival is to have nuclear arms.  Thus they have to defy international pressure to develop its nuclear power.  To the hardliners of North Korea, the six-party talks are a means of buying more time to develop nuclear weapons.  It is no wonder why a South Korean diplomat at the six-party talks disclosed that during the bilateral consultation with North Korea, the hardliners within North Korea would not listen to its diplomats.

In the last verse of the third chapter of “The Art of War,” the great Chinese military strategist Sun Tzu pointed out that “If you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles.”
  It seems that neither the U.S. nor North Korea know their enemy well enough to negotiate without danger or setback in the six-party talks.  And how to know your enemy well with the right policy and strategies to win the battle seems to be a challenge and uncertainty in future talks.

James Kelly and Chris Hill
      The Assistant Secretary of the State Department, James Kelly, was U.S. negotiator from the 1st round to the 3rd round of the six-party talks.  He led the delegation to visit Pyongyang in October 2002 for the verification of North Korea’s highly enriched uranium (HEU) program which turned out to be a crucial turning point in the relations between the U.S. and North Korea.  Kelly’s way of raising U.S. issues of concern at the meeting with North Korea’s First Vice Foreign Minister Kang Sok Ju during his visit to Pyongyang was much criticized by the North Korean Foreign Ministry as “taking a high-handed and arrogant attitude. And it is nothing but a product of U.S. hostile policy towards North Korea.”  The expression “high-handed and arrogant attitude” became the stock expression for Kelly.
  As a career diplomat, Kelly loyally followed the directive and talking points prepared after an inter-agency consultation within the Bush administration.  His delegation consisted of members of the State Department, the National Security Council, the Vice President’s Office and the Defense Department, which is what former U.S. Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage likened to “an old Soviet trade delegation traveling to Western Europe; you had principals, you had watchers and you had watchers to watch the watchers.”
  During the six-party talks, not only did Kelly need to report back to the State Department for further instructions which hindered the progress of the negotiations, but he also had to deal with undermining actions committed by the watchers.  It’s no wonder Kelly could not get out of the muddy quagmire and accomplish a deal during the six-party talks.

In comparison with James Kelly, Chris Hill, who succeeded Kelly as U.S. Assistant Secretary of State, and headed a delegation for the six-party talks, was referred to as a negotiator with confidence and a great salesman to promote sales.  Kelly was portrayed as knowing the region better as a strategist but not as a negotiator.  Hill was confident of his negotiating skills, with successful experiences as deputy to Richard Holbrooke the chief US negotiator who succeeded in mediating the Dayton Agreement, a peaceful resolution for the former Yugoslavia states.
   


Nevertheless, like his predecessor, Hill did not get the full support and trust from the Bush administration, especially the hardliners, including Vice President Dick Cheney, Defense and Secretary Donald Rumsfeld.  He needed to follow strict directives and instructions based on interdepartmental consultation which made as many difficulties for him as for his predecessor in negotiations during the talks.  At the same time, as with James Kelly, the U.S. delegation for six-party talks consisted of the same components as the previous three rounds of six-party talks.  Washington designated National Security Council staffers Victor Cha and William Tobey as disciplinarians to monitor the process of the talks, and to prevent Hill from deviating from the prepared directives.
  As an experienced negotiator, Hill knew that he would not be able to achieve anything, if he had to go through the negotiations with a process being hindered by the tug of war between the hardliners and the moderates in Washington.  

After Hill took the helm of the U.S. delegation for the six-party talks in Beijing in July 2005, for the first time the United States had a negotiator who was allowed to use his own judgment about meeting bilaterally with the North Koreans, and to engage in serious give-and-take.
  In this respect, Hill was luckier than Kelly.  He borrowed a concept that he had used during the Dayton peace talks between warring states that made up the former Yugoslavia:  a set of agreed principles which held that once every player of the six-party talks was on the same page, a more comprehensive goal would be sought afterwards.  Hill assumed that if each party of the talks could agree to the principle, an agreement could be worked out.  This was the same approach used by the Clinton administration: an agreement in principle followed by practical steps.
  In order to reach a deal with North Korea, Hill went through Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and National Security Adviser Stephen Hadley to reach President Bush for direct decision making and skipped the obstruction of the hardliners, a strategy which he applied during the late stages of the six-party talks and which made him welcome by North Korea as the negotiator with the ability to seal a deal.  Hill’s success was marked with an undeniable achievement.  The Yongbyon nuclear facility had been shut down, disabled, and no longer producing plutonium for nuclear bombs.  His achievement taught us that the head delegate for international negotiations is one of the main and decisive factors to consider before expecting to reach a goal.

The Driving Dynamics and Turning Points of the Six-Party Talks

Two-Party Talks within the Six-Party Talks
After reading the book “Meltdown” written by former CNN correspondent Mike Chinoy, who was posted in Beijing and had longstanding contacts with North Korea, readers might get the impression that there were only two-party talks instead of six-party talks, as most of the important dialogues during the six-party talks happened between the United States and North Korea.  Pre-talk dialogues and a mechanism of interactions between the U.S. and North Korea played the pivotal role in the ability of six-party talks to be held, in order to have either chairman’s statement or a joint statement at the end of each round of talks.  Of course, the other four participants, China, Russia, Japan and Korea, each played important and supportive roles, not only functioning to make the conference a multilateral meeting, but also to act as stabilizers and deadlock breakers in the talks.  One can imagine that most of the time during the negotiations the attention would be focused on different positions, requests and concessions between the two major players, the U.S. and North Korea.  

Although there were bilateral talks between Japan and North Korea to discuss Japan’s concern of abduction issues, North Korea refused to give in, stating that Japan’s request should  be negotiated informally and separately from the six-party talks.  But as former Japanese Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi’s Liberal Democratic Party won the majority seats in Japanese Diet, the bilateral talks between Japan and North Korea gained more substantive results as North Korea probably expected to Koizumi take leadership again in promoting the normalization of diplomatic relations between Japan and North Korea.
  As to the bilateral talks between North Korea and South Korea, China and Russia, South Korea provided North Korea with necessary information on negotiating with the U.S. delegation, China played an appropriate role as chairman of the talks, and Russia acted as an informed observer.
Because of its geopolitical and close economic relations with North Korea, the Bush administration sought China’s support to host the six-party talks, which China was hesitant to do at the beginning, and soon found that six-party talks could be a good means of promoting its relations with the U.S. government and its status in the international community as a regional hegemony.  The Bush administration insisted that no bilateral talks with North Korea could be permitted at the initiation of his administration, and North Korea insisted that the only way to solve its nuclear crisis was through bilateral talks with the U.S., since North Korea assumed that the U.S. remains the main source of the threat against its security and the compensation provided after the deal was reached.  It posed a dilemma for China to host the trilateral talks in April 2003, and the fact that no bilateral talks between the US and North Korea were held was deemed the reason the trilateral talks failed.
  

Beijing had no other choice but to cope with the U.S.’s demand to expand the meeting into six-party talks and to convince North Korea that there would be bilateral talks between the U.S. and North Korea within the six-party talks.  As the six-party talks extended to 2nd and 3rd round of meetings in February and June 2004 respectively, the Bush administration could not but gradually give in to allow bilateral talks between the U.S. and North Korea to take place within the six-party talks for further progress to be reached, resulting in North Korea enjoying the success of its negotiation strategy.  The Bush administration’s refusal to have bilateral negotiations with North Korea seems to have proved nothing but to have demonstrated the lack of coherence and inconsistency of the United States’ North Korea policies.

James Kelly’s Visit to North Korea
Whether or not North Korea developed a highly enriched uranium (HEU) program in order to gain U235 for producing nuclear weapons is still unclear.  While the intelligence collected by the CIA has pointed to the confirmation of North Korea’s intention to develop HEU, after the network of Pakistani nuclear scientist A. Q. Khan disclosed more proliferation activities related to Libya and North Korea, there is still no solid evidence presented by U.S. intelligence authorities to convince the other parties of the six-party talks that North Korea has successfully enriched uranium for nuclear weapons.  Thus, U.S. Assistant Secretary of State James Kelly’s visit to Pyongyang on October 3, 2002 turned out to be an important and pivotal moment for the relations between the U.S. and North Korea.  
Instead of North Korea’s expectations of developing a new relationship with the Bush administration to resolve the nuclear crisis and bring about a much anticipated peaceful environment for North Korea’s further economic development, James Kelly followed strict directives, encompassing a pre-approved manuscript imposed with restrictions by the hardliners of the Bush administration, which he read verbatim, accusing North Korea of a covert HEU program, which completely watered down what North Korea originally intended to lay out more flexibly on four key issues of concern to the U.S., including 
The timing of IAEA special nuclear inspections, North Korea’s export of ballistic missiles, the Bush administration’s preference for conventional power plants rather than the light-water reactors stipulated in the Agreed Framework, and the status of U.S. troops in South Korea.


Kelly’s final meeting during his stay in Pyongyang with Kang Sok Ju, North Korea’s first Vice Foreign Minister, turned out to be the most crucial encounter in the history of American diplomacy with North Korea.  Mr. Kang’s responses to Kelly’s accusation of North Korea’s covert HEU program stunned Kelly and his delegation by acknowledging the U.S. claim that North Korea did indeed have a uranium program.  The meeting further strengthened the resolve of the hardliners in Washington to take a more confrontational stance against North Korea, and ultimately led to North Korea’s missiles and nuclear test in July and October 2006 respectively.

Kelly and his delegation abruptly left the negotiation table after hearing Mr. Kang claim that North Korea had the right to develop nuclear program in response to Kelly’s question of North Korea’s HEU program.  A senior State Department official who later read the transcript of the talk got the impression that Kang’s words could be interpreted either way, and he was more inclined to understand it as meaning North Korea believed it had the right to possess uranium enrichment.  And it is very likely that Kang Sok-ju had adopted a “neither confirm nor deny” (NCND) policy.
   As Mike Chinoy pointed out in his book Meltdown, 

Yet even years later, precisely what Kang said--and what he intended--remained a source of controversy and dispute.  The question is dogged by questions about North Korea’s rhetorical style and use of language, the accuracy of interpretation, the lack of thorough follow-up questioning by Kelly’s team, Pyongyang’s misunderstanding of the Bush administration, and the disdain for all suggestions of subtlety or compromise in the harsh American policy response.


The main problem and the cause of failure of the meeting between Kelly and Kang is the deep mutual distrust between the U.S. and North Korea.  North Korea neither acknowledged nor denied a policy to declare its right to develop nuclear program as a sovereign state, while the U.S. delegation interpreted the reply as negatively as it intended, based on its distrust.  That is the reason why, when North Korea denied it had any HEU program, it was never accepted by the U.S., but when North Korea implicitly implied it might have a nuclear program, the U.S. immediately accused it and confirmed that North Korea was undergoing the HEU program to develop nuclear weapons.

If the Kelly team had approached the North Koreans with a more amicable and trustworthy attitude, without the perceived arrogance of a superpower threatening a small country, and further verified what each side meant in the negotiations without any lingering uncertainties, the development of the nuclear crisis on the Korea Peninsula might be turned to a different page today.    The lesson to learn from this crucial diplomatic meeting seems to be that it is better not to go to a table of bilateral negotiations if there is deep mutual distrust.  The result is sure to be a negative interpretation by each side without a proper and just third party to verify whose responsibility it is for the disappointing scenario which followed.

Chris Hill’s Closing Remarks at the Fourth Round Talks
In comparison with the preceding three rounds of six-party talks which ended with the Chairman’s statement without any concrete agreement, not only did the fourth round of talks last longer and seem more tenuous, but a joint statement was achieved after hard and contentious negotiations among the participants.  Nevertheless, just as each head delegate of the six-party talks was given the chance to make their final statement before the conclusion of the fourth round talks, the U.S. head delegate, Chris Hill, made the United States’ closing remarks which denied the joint statement, as he was instructed to do by Washington.  In his closing remarks, he pointed out following two points: 

The appropriate time in the joint statement will come only when the DPRK has promptly eliminated all nuclear weapons and all nuclear programs and this has been verified to the satisfaction of all the parties.

The U.S. acceptance of the Joint Statement should in no way be interpreted as meaning we accept all aspects of the DPRK’s system, human rights situation, or treatment of its people.

The response from Kim Gye-gwan, the head delegate of North Korea after hearing Hill’s closing remarks, was to put back his draft of closing remarks.  Instead of reading his closing remarks, he bluntly replied “I see that we’ve climbed one mountain only to find that there’s a higher mountain behind it.”

In the joint statement agreed by the head delegates of the fourth round of six-party talks, a provision of light water reactors was included at “an appropriate time,” which was interpreted by the U.S. as meaning after North Korea eliminated its nuclear weapons and the program had been verified.  This was an interim adjustment to stop the hardliners of the Bush administration who had objected to any offer of light water reactors to North Korea as a compensation for its denuclearization.  It was a strenuous process for the U.S. to go through a final version of a joint statement with interdepartmental approval.  Even the term “peaceful coexistence” used in the joint statement had to be replaced by “exist peacefully together.”  National Security Council staffers Victor Cha and William Tobey were against the term “peaceful coexistence” because it was used by the Soviet Union’s peaceful offensive during the Cold War, while James Foster, a member of the delegation and State Department lawyer, did not see the term as problematic.
  In the end, the greatest challenge for the fourth round of six-party talks turned out to be how a consensus within the Bush administration on the closing remarks could be achieved.

Once again, it was the incoherence of the U.S.’s North Korea policy which prevented the joint statement from being carried out smoothly with the possible outcome of a denuclearized Korean Peninsula.  The internal cleavage among the Bush administration continued to be the most difficult challenge for the six-party talks.  The hardliners in Washington never wanted to give North Korea any chance to be rewarded with light water reactors.  They carefully looked into the wording of the joint statement, and even the word “the” ahead of light water reactors was skipped in order not to have the construction of two existing light water reactors promised by the Clinton administration being applied anywhere in the joint statement.  On the other side, the hardliners in Pyongyang may have felt relieved to see that there was still no positive result from the six-party talks and nothing strategically that the military of North Korea had to do to allow them more time to covertly develop their nuclear programs without much disruption or disturbance.  

Banco Delta Asia
Banco Delta Asia (BDA) is a small, family-run bank in Macau, whose majority share holder is a colorful businessman named Stanley Au.  BDA has been doing business with North Korea since early 1990s, and many North Korean companies and individuals established their financial connection with the outside world through BDA.
  As it was suspected by the U.S. security authorities to be a channel for North Korea’s money laundering, and a distributor of U.S. counterfeit money originating from North Korea.  On September 15, 2005, the U.S. Treasury Department designated BDA as a “primary money-laundering concern” under Section 311 of the USA Patriot Act, which resulted in Macau’s authorities to step in to take control of the bank, and the freezing of $25 million dollars’ worth of North Korean accounts at BDA.
  

The seizure of BDA was an action coordinated by the hardliners of the Bush government against the Kim Jung-Il regime.  Actually, its fallout had a deep effect on the progress of the six-party talks and its financial effect on North Korea is beyond what the hardliners had originally expected.  As North Korea is so isolated from the international community, there is not much international financial connection between North Korea and the rest of the world.  Most of its commercial activities are conducted by cash, and the seizure of BDA significantly cut the financial connection with its international trading partners.  In particular, its impact on the international financial system, which includes any international financial company engaged in business activities with North Korea, risks being put on the list of suspects of money laundering and damaging its business operations.  This is the reason why North Korea refuses to return to the table for the next round of six-party talks without the release of its money from BDA.   North Korea warned the U.S. that unless sanctions were lifted and $24 million in assets was released, it would be impossible to discuss the nuclear weapons issue.
  
In order to continue the six-party talks, the U.S. head delegate Chris Hill had to request the relevant department to help cancel the sanction and release the money.  After tenuous work the sanction was finally cancelled and the money returned to North Korea since there seemed to be no clear evidence proving any money laundering by the North Korean authorities, and North Korea went back to the table for the next rounds of negotiations.  The BDA incident has been interpreted by outside observers as the hardliners of the Bush administration undermining North Korea once again, and undermining the joint statement of the six-party talks which was signed on September 19, 2008.  

The lesson to be learned from the BDA incident is that when there is no consistency in the U.S.’s North Korea policy, even though Chris Hill was on his way to negotiate with North Korea for a denuclearized Korean Peninsula, the result is easily predictable to be fruitless, if there are hardliners in the wings undermining the very goals which were so difficult to achieve in the first place.  

Opportunities Lost or Found
If there is one phrase which can best describe the current results of the six-party talks from 2003 to 2007, it might be “opportunities lost” on the way to looking for a denuclearized Korean Peninsula.  James Kelly’s visit to Pyongyang in October 2002, which brought back confirmation without solid evidence that North Korea had developed an HEU program for nuclear weapons, leading the Bush administration to tilt toward further confrontation with North Korea, could be considered the greatest lost opportunity of the Bush administration during its first term.  Chris Hill’s closing remarks at the fourth round of six-party talks resulted in the following announcement by the North Korean Foreign Ministry the day after the conclusion of the fourth round of six-party talks:
The United States should not even dream of the issue of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea’s dismantling its nuclear deterrent capability before providing light-water reactors, which is a physical guarantee for confidence building.


If the hardliners in the Bush administration did not pull the strings behind the scene to deny the joint statement agreed to by the participants of the six-party talks, and had allowed the North Korean head delegate to deliver his closing remarks, there might have been another picture for the six-party talks.  The BDA incident further cut North Korea’s financial connections with outside world, pushing it into a corner and to brinkmanship.  The missiles and nuclear tests which were designated as a declaration of North Korea’s status as a nuclear power were an unavoidable result.  

The biggest loser of the six-party talks was North Korea, as it was still under the control of an authoritarian regime, with much of its international contacts hidden.  Its isolation in the world continues to prevent North Korea from advancing its economic development and political reforms.  After the sixth round of the six-party talks, it seems some progress was made, while the Yongbyon nuclear facilities has been halted and the inspectors of IAEA are allowed back to monitor the nuclear facilities in North Korea.  North Korea was provided with much needed heavy fuel oil.  Recent developments in North Korea show that there is still a difference in the scope and extent of the dismantlement of North Korea’s nuclear facilities and programs.  North Korea still refuses to frankly disclose its storage of the nuclear fissile material and nuclear weapons.  As a result, the next round of six-party talks to check the progress was unable to proceed as expected. 
After its recent rise due to meteoric economic growth, China has been keen on promoting its place in multilateral diplomacy.  As a close ally of North Korea, China initially hesitated to host the six-party talks.  It was only under the Bush administration’s request that China agreed to be the host country.  Nevertheless, after six rounds of talks, China emerged as the biggest benefactor of the North Korean nuclear crisis, going from “a passive onlooker” to a “reticent host” and finally to "chief mediator" and "honest broker.”
  As Chris Hill noted, "this whole six-party process has done more to bring the U.S. and China 
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together than any other process I'm aware of."  North Korea's nuclear threat presented a rare strategic opportunity for close Sino-American cooperation that would prove to be the first successful comprehensive collaboration on an international security issue of critical importance to both countries after the end of the Cold War.
  Through the six-party talks, China gained the experience of hosting multilateral negotiations among the superpowers and on critical issues.  Along with facilitating closer Sino-American relations, China managed to collect more concessions from the U.S. on the Taiwan issue as well.  Closer cooperation between China and the U.S. might be one of the greatest contributions of the six-party talks to date.  An opportunity accidentally found among most of the opportunities otherwise lost.   As pointed out by Bonnie S. Glaser and Wang Liang,

Progress achieved thus far toward the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula is due in large part to Sino-American cooperation. Absent U.S. willingness to negotiate bilaterally with North Korea prior to January 2007, Beijing's role was central in bringing the Americans and North Koreans to the negotiating table and mediating between the two nations at crucial junctures.

As the sunshine policy promoted by the South Korean government and the former Japanese Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi’s twice-held summit with Kim Jong-Il in Pyongyang to bring back Japanese abductees from North Korea both seemed to be contrary to the Bush administration’s confrontational North Korea policy.  The US-ROK alliance and the US-Japan alliance were somewhat affected either positively or negatively depending upon different perspectives.  Victor Cha, a former Bush administration NSC staffer who attended the six-party talks, argued that

the United States’ position in Asia is now stronger than ever, and Asia remains at peace…. Washington has also improved its defense relationship with South Korea and successfully facilitated the shutdown of North Korea’s bomb-making capabilities through the six-party talks.
 
While CNN former correspondent Mike Chinoy pointed out

the irony was that it had taken nearly seven years to return to virtually the same situation that had existed when George W. Bush won the presidency.  The big difference was that North Korea now possessed enough nuclear fuel for as many as ten bombs…. The Bush administration’s refusal for more than five years to engage in serious bilateral talks with North Korea—despite Pyongyang’s repeated appeals—had been a central factor fueling the nuclear crisis.
  

In order to make further progress on disabling Pyongyang’s plutonium facilities and obtaining an accurate declaration of North Korea’s nuclear program following the agreed upon actions of the Joint Statement, Chris Hill and Kim Gye Gwan continued bilateral meetings to reach an agreement which would allow North Korea to hide its Syrian and uranium issues.  This led to Hill being greatly criticized by both his supporters and opponents as “too eager to reach a deal and had given North Korea too much.”
  Hill’s credibility and reliability was thus damaged and cast a shadow on future six-party talks.  The main cause of such “opportunities lost” remains on the deep distrust and mutual suspicion between the U.S. and North Korea.  Pyongyang will unlikely be willing to honestly declare its nuclear program through “confession diplomacy.”

Following North Korea’s Pattern
After Kim Jong-Il took his father’s position as North Korea’s leader, Kim has been successful in keeping North Korea as the last Stalinist state over the past 15 years.  North Korea’s survival mainly depends upon foreign aid from the Soviet Union, China and South Korea.  It has been successful in operating its “brinkmanship diplomacy,” which brought North Korea well paid off via KEDO program with aid from the U.S., South Korea, Japan and the EU through nuclear blackmail.  Once again through six-party talks, economic compensation was gained along with promises of the dismantlement of North Korea’s nuclear programs.  As a nuclear arsenal is North Korea’s only real leverage within the international community, Pyongyang is unlikely to completely surrender its nuclear weapons.
  Kim Jong-Il knows that North Korea is the weakest among the six-party players, so he plays a weak hand.  His strategy is to appear very tough during negotiations.  When challenged, rather than compromise, North Korea escalates the confrontation to demonstrate its willingness to go its own way rather than heed warnings of the United States.  Nevertheless, the aim of North Korea’s brinksmanship diplomacy is to reach a deal with compensation for its own benefits.
  The pattern of North Korean brinksmanship diplomacy could be dubbed a vicious cycle of “threat-negotiation-compensation” and time out with accusing violations of agreement when economic aid is delayed.

During the six-party talks, the point of greatest contention was how to relate the timing of North Korea’s dismantlement of its nuclear weapons to the timing of the implementation of various measures to induce dismantlement.  China suggested simultaneous implementation of the two, while the U.S. proposed “step-by-step, sequential” implementation, which meant that Pyongyang had to commit to dismantling its nuclear weapons before anything would be done to benefit North Korea.  The U.S.’s idea is “promise for promise” and “action for action.”
  In order to make that happen, the participants of the six-party talks cannot but compromise with North Korea in a way tilted to its benefit.  North Korea knows well that it takes time to complete the whole process of nuclear dismantlement, while it collects economic aid and extends the survival of its regime.  The best way to stop the nuclear program is to stop the aid, as suggested by a North Korea defector, Ma Young Ae, once a counterintelligence agent,
 although this might only contribute to greater starvation in North Korea, rather than stopping Kim Jong-Il’s nuclear program.  Both Kim and his father have been able to complete over the past decade what other communist leaders have not—the institutionalization of the nuclear crisis for foreign aid.

Conclusion
After six rounds of six-party talks in Beijing, a few lessons for all the participating parties and people who are concerned with the nuclear crisis on the Korea Peninsula can be gleaned:

1) It is better to have a delegation united with a consensus position before the delegation goes to a table for negotiations.  A divided team will need no enemy to fail.  The split in the decision making process of the Bush administration is one of the main factors in the nuclear crisis on the Korean Peninsula lingering on without a clear resolution.  Comparing U.S.-North Korean policy between the Clinton and Bush administrations, a united delegation such as that of the Clinton administration, even without a final and complete solution to resolve North Korea’s nuclear program, achieved more in halting the situation from worsening than the Bush administration, which pushed North Korea to the brinksmanship of missiles and nuclear tests.

2) The head negotiator who can make the right decision, precise judgment, and get indispensable connection to the final decision maker, will always be crucial to the success of a negotiation, no matter if it is a bilateral or multilateral conference.  In the case of the U.S. head delegate, obviously Chris Hill did a better job than his predecessor James Kelly regarding a joint statement for the six-party talks.  This was not only due to his ability to negotiate to make a deal, but also on the reliance of his direct connection to the final decision maker, Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and President George Bush, without being intercepted or obstructed by the hardliners in between.

3) “If you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles.”  This is one of the strategies that should serve the winner the best in a battle, according to the great Chinese strategist Sun Tzu.  It is really difficult to know an enemy like North Korea, a hermitic country which leaks little information for the outside to know any bit in detail about its possible next action to fight against the odds for the regime’s and the tyrant’s survival.
4) When a multilayered problem needs a multilateral solution, the best way to solve it is to cooperate with your allies rather than alienating them.  It seems that in the process of the six-party talks, the U.S.-ROK alliance and the U.S.-Japan alliance deteriorated as South Korea and Japan were both inclined to be more flexible than the Bush administration’s confrontational policy at the beginning of the six-party talks.  Taking the Chinese saying “to be united is strength,” to deal with a capricious enemy like North Korea, the U.S. needs to cooperate and compromise with its close allies South Korea and Japan, and even China and Russia to bring North Korea to the point of a possible solution to halt its nuclear program.  

Time is the enemy of autocratic regimes.  The world’s largest arsenal of nuclear weapons was not able to save the Soviet Union from collapse.  How can a handful of nuclear bombs be able to save Dictator King Jong-Il’s North Korea from disintegrating?
  It might be right for Gordon Chang, author of “Nuclear Showdown” to make this argument that time will automatically get rid of Kim Jong-Il as he is approaching his final day either due to natural causes or man-made results.  But it is a pessimistic way to wait for time to resolve this crisis.  A good policy should actively and positively tackle the problem or crisis before it deteriorates.  

So are there better policies to solve the nuclear crisis on the Korean Peninsula?  Will six-party talks be able to resolve this difficult nuclear crisis?  After six rounds of talks and another round of talks coming in December 2008, if all the parties agree, there is still no clear picture or final resolution that is acceptable and convincing enough to provide a happy ending to the nuclear crisis and to guarantee a denuclearized Korean Peninsula.  As a diplomat, if there is no other way to solve a problem, my personal take is to choose the less bad solution than the worse one.  So far as six-party talks are concerned, the most acceptable way is to reduce the differences and offer a possible way out for all the parties endangered by a nuclear armed North Korea.  Public opinion worldwide should play a role in encouraging the next round of talks to take place as soon as possible.  

The choice between the schools of engagement and confrontation remains.  By all accounts, thus far engagement with North Korea offers the opportunity for a positive outcome.  As Andrei Lankov concluded in his article “Staying Alive: Why North Korea Will Not Change,” “things will run out very differently in the long run, however, for aid and cooperation--as well as spontaneous exchanges with the outside world–will eventually undermine Pyongyang.”
  And the people of North Korea will be able to see the light of a better life in the south from the darkness of a long tunnel shadowed by the danger of North Korea’s nuclear bombs.  
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