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Executive Summary

The cycle of tension, aggression and animosity on the

Korean Peninsula between the Democratic People's

Republic of Korea (DPRK, North Korea)and the U.S.

reached new highs as 2017 drew to a close. As we

entered 2018, the personal acrimony between the leaders

of the two protagonists had been pared back somewhat,

with an initiative of engagement from ironically the

younger of the two leaders.  The intensity of the rhetoric

was further alleviated early January when the North

Korean leadership suggested their nation's attendance

at the Winter Olympics in February in South Korea. The

U.S. however, was quick to pour cold water on the move

and attempted to take the optimism out of the initiative

and frankly move to scupper it. Nonetheless, the

Republic of Korea's (RoK, South Korea) President

Moon responded favourably to the DPRK's

overtures.The U.S. reaction to Moon was to remain

resoundingly negative and dismissive, with all too

common mixed and confused signals continuing to

emanatefrom the Trump administration.

Therefore, it would on the surface appear tensions on

the Peninsula generally have been tempered down

somewhat. Unfortunately, the reality is that this

ratcheting back will merely be a temporary and short-

lived alleviation. The U.S. essentially has responded to

North Korean overtures with an increasingly aggressive

posture. The release of the U.S. strategic defence paper

on the use of 'low yield tactical nuclear weapons' was

surmised by many as evidently a veiled message to North

Korea. However, was it simply a message to North

Koreaor was it a message designed to use the medium

of a North Korean threat to convey a message to other

'Great Powers?' Either way, the North Koreans, as they

do, took it personally. It is more than safe to assume

that in the midst of the unusual détente at the moment,

North Korean hands are not merely sitting idle awaiting

the resurgent tensions that will resurface in March.

The principal question here is not who is playing games,

but which games are they playing? The DPRK know

full well that tensions will be forced back up again by

the U.S. after the Winter Olympics are completed and

'joint RoK and U.S. military exercises resume as normal'

and the DPRK response will be equally resounding and

belligerent. However, in the background the DPRK are

no doubt using this current lull to ensure they are ready

to demonstrate further their developing missile

capability and the probability of a new long-range launch

are pretty high in this respect. North Korea will not be

sitting back hoping that current engagement and détente

will genuinely deliver possible further engagement, they

are carefully planning their next step or move on the

board, as is the U.S. Given the language is shifting from

'Pre-emptive strikes' to 'Preventive strikes', we expect

to witness an exponential ratcheting of tensions on the

Korean Peninsula to new and very dangerous highs in

2018. The question is what comes next and how will

the U.S. strategic gambit play out???

Discernible patterns in the broader U.S. strategic

gambit

1. The inter-Korean talks are viewed as temporary

by the U.S. and has not impacted on its policy towards

North Korea - on the contrary, tension have been

sustained by the U.S. and a re-escalation is anticipated

following the Winter Olympics. However, Kim's

invitation to Moon to visit Pyongyang will cause

consternation to the Americans and potentially prove

disruptive to the U.S. strategy.

2. The U.S. is attempting to utilise China to

pressure North Korea, with a view to destabilising the

Kim regime. This instability combined with the

unpredictability of the White House is fuelling

Pyongyang's fears of attack and serves as justification

for its nuclear weapons program.

3. This further serves as a self-fulfilling prophesy

of keeping tension high in Northeast Asia, which the

U.S. can utilise as a pretext to justify its military presence

and expansionist agenda in Northeast Asia, in order to

counter and contain both Chinese and Russian

influences.

4. If the strategic efforts undertaken by the U.S.,

vis-à-vis the Korean Peninsula,are viewed in isolation,

they appear contradictory.However, if viewed within a

broader strategic design, a pattern of U.S. efforts to

contain China emerges. North Korea is the Bogey Man

needed to maintain the status quo of U.S. policy in North

East Asia, and that policy is one of continuity of

insecurity.

5. Paradoxically, the containment strategy is

paralleled by the U.S. 'America First' policy under which

the U.S. has backtracked on several of its international

commitments (Paris agreement, TPP, NAFTA, KORUS)

and brought anxiety into its strategic alliances with

NATO, South Korea and Japan, hence leaving a political

and strategic vacuum to be filled by Russia and China.

1. Introduction - Current Situation

Since the initiation of the third North Korean nuclear
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crisis around January 2016, through 2017 and until now,

the world faces an altered security situation in Northeast

Asia. The past two years has seen an acceleration of the

North Korean ballistic missile and nuclear capabilities

under the leadership of Kim Jong Un, as his Byungjin

policy has gradually materialised.

Throughout 2017 in particular, with the advent of the

Trump administration, tension and concerns of war

between North Korea and the U.S. (along with each side's

respective allies) emerged, with July-August being the

high season for the exchange of verbal threats, peaking

with the North Korean ICBM tests in late-July. Late-

August, the situation appeared to be in North Korea's

favour, facilitated in part by South Korean and the U.S.'s

repeatedyet contradictory efforts of diplomacy and

threats (U.S. President Trump explicitly threatened that

with 'fire and fury' he would 'totally destroy North Korea'

while South Korean President Moon Jae In ruled out

military intervention on the Korean Peninsula).

This chasm between the U.S. and South Korean postures

towards North Korea has only become more pronounced

and problematic with the emerging North - South

détente. The U.S.'s aggressive response to this

development, featuring attempts to further isolate the

North, appears all the more hostile in contrast to the

conciliatory tone adopted by South Korea.

This has resulted not only in contradictory messages

from the U.S.-RoK alliance but also effectively

undermined the credibility of the American threats. A

slow-down in North Korea's missile testing pattern

occurred in late-September, followed by the imposition

of U.N. sanctions and unilateral sanctions by South

Korea and the U.S. As the situation de-escalated in late-

October and early-November, the U.S. decided to re-

designate North Korea as a State Sponsor of Terrorism

(SSOT). Subsequently and unsurprisingly, North Korea

responded in turn by testing a new type of ICBM, the

Hwasong 15, on 28th November, 2017 which also

marked the 70th missile test under Kim Jong Un.

In December the UNSC imposed sanctions on North

Korea, aiming at cutting refined petroleum imports by

almost 90%, limiting crude oil exports to four million

barrels and mandating the expulsion of North Korea's

overseas workers from other countries within two years.

The extent and use of sanctions is clearly not merely

about targeting the elite or the military and the

nuclearisation program; they are now clearly targeting

the people with the aim to obviously try and invoke

regime change. Sanctions have obviously failed to dent

the nuclear and missile program, both have accelerated

in spite of them.

What the sanction regime actually shows is just how

little its architects understand about the target audience

and the expected outcome.

2. North Korean Détente and Winter

Olympics

By January 2018, in addition to Pyongyang reiterating

its determination to pursue and mass-produce nuclear

weapons, the crisis took a new turn with Kim Jong

Un'ssurprise New Year's announcement that North Korea

would send a delegation to the Winter Olympics in

Pyongchang, hosted by South Korea. Subsequently, the

North Korean détente eased tensions and the first high-

level talks between Seoul and Pyongyang in two years

were arranged in the first week of January and the

communication hotline between the two Koreas was re-

established.

Significantly, the U.S.-RoK military exercises were

postponed until after the Winter Olympics, no doubt at

the insistence of President Moon. To some observers

this development raised the question of whether

sanctions had begun to impact on the DPRK and whether

President Moon Jae In's strategy of peace and diplomacy

had proved fruitful. A degree of optimism emerged as

the inter-Korean talks got underway alongside with

relatively high-hopes placed on the "Peace Olympics"

and reunification. The latter were equally accompanied

by a large degree of South Korean scepticism and

protests (especially the joint North-South hockey team

became a point of contention), arguing Kim Jong Un

wanted to 'steal' South Korea's moment and turn the

games into 'Pyongyang Olympics', as well as drive a

wedge between the U.S.-RoK alliance.

Ironically, at the time of writing, the U.S. is looking

increasingly isolated in its stance. Vice President Pence

has appeared overly aggressive in trying to ostracise the

North Koreans while attending the opening ceremonies.

He has snubbed the North Korean delegation and

managed to insult his Olympic hosts by refusing to stand
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when both Korean teams jointly appeared on the field

(Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe cannot claim in

his defence Mr. Pence's ignorance of East Asian

etiquette). The U.S. has gone out of its way to persuade

the world that the North Koreans are merely playing a

clever game and don't deserve to be engaged until they

change their behaviour and alter course. Prime Minister

Abe even tried to persuade President Moon to reactivate

the joint exercises. The South Koreans rebuffed this

request as inappropriate interference in domestic politics

and sovereignty issues.

The ramifications of inter-Korean talks and the North

Korean détente should not be underestimated, though

the risk does exist of people expecting too much from

them. With the cancellation of a visit by a North Korean

delegation led by the leader of the Moranbong band,

Hyon Song-wol, and the cancellation of an inter-Korean

cultural event scheduled for February at Mt. Kumgang

in North Korea, evidence of the détente's vulnerabilities

are clear. Regardless, with the ongoing dialogue set to

continue, North Korea is stealing the spotlight from

South Korea.

Notwithstanding the inter-Korean talks and the Winter

Olympics optimism, the U.S. has continued its

'maximum pressure' strategy. Throughout December and

January, the U.S. has sent tactical nuclear B-2 stealth

bombers to Guam to join up with B-1 and B-52s,

redeployed its navy to the Northeast Asia theatre,

meanwhile tacitly emphasizing 'diplomacy' in public

statements. It has also increased the accuracy of the B-

61, a tactical nuclear gravity bomb that the B-2 can carry

sixteen of, and its ability to hit underground targets or

bunkers.

This was accompanied by a change in tone by the White

House regarding the military exercises, which now

emphasizes that the U.S. would be ready to 'fight tonight',

accompanied by an increased debate about 'nuclear

strikes', 'decapitation strikes' and the 'bloody nose' strike

(seemingly a media sound bite and not an administration

sound bite) as being feasible, despite the obvious

shortcomings and fatal consequences associated with

any of these suggestions.

The détente and opening up to South Korea is largely

understood as Pyongyang buying itself time in order to

continue work on its missile program, with further

missile tests anticipated following the Winter Olympics,

most likely in response to the reactivation of the joint

U.S.- RoK exercises when they kick off.

3. U.S. Strategic Shift
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3.1 U.S. National Defence Strategy

Early 2018 saw the release of the U.S. National Defence

Strategy (Department) which identified great power

competitors as the 'global' challenges facing the U.S.

The strategy highlighted the Pentagon's narrowing focus

on what it has termed '4+1' - Russia, China, North Korea,

Iran and terrorism, which essentially is a shift away from

Islamic terrorism as the main threat posed to the U.S.The

identification of Russia as a challenge is a deliberate

move that seeks to move away from the notion that

Russia is primarily a challenge to Europe (and for Europe

to deal with). Yet, plans required to counter each country

are in tension with one another for resources, according

to General Paul Selva, vice chairman of the Joint Chiefs

of Staff.

3.2. The Trump Administration's North Korea

Strategy (of sorts!)

The rhetoric and actions of the Trump administration

are a contrast to much of the previous Obama

administration's policies,both domestically and in its

international engagements.Yet in regards to North Korea

the Trump administration is faced with the same limited

options as its predecessor. The Obama administration's

strategy, commonly referred to as 'strategic patience'",

aimed to bring North Korea to the negotiation table by

altering North Korea's behaviour and eliminating any

concessions (which given North Korea's advancements

in both missile and nuclear capabilities had clearly

failed). In early 2017, the Trump administration declared

'strategic patience' over, as it was rendered insufficient

to address the issue of North Korean nuclear

development.

Subsequently, 'strategic patience' was replaced with the

Trump administration's doctrine of 'strategic

accountability', which in reality did not depart

significantly from the Obama administration policy,

beyond its symbolic alteration of messaging,in keeping

with Trump's loathing of anything Obama implemented.

The critical deviation was the inclusion of a strategy

entailing a 'maximum pressure' campaign,itself

inherently self-contradictory, as it utilizes pressure tactics

while at the same attempting to reassure the DPRK of

the U.S.'s peaceful intensions.Evidently, the now

frequently reiterated statementthat'all options are on the

table' hints somewhat unsubtly at the potential use of

nuclear weapons, while still seeming to emphasize

diplomacy. Additionally, President Trump's impulsive

and reckless Twitter usage has generally muddied the

waters of U.S. foreign policy objectives and not only in

regards to North Korea.



3.3 U.S. Nuclear Posture Review

The irony of the U.S. nuclear posture review is that it

was initiated not by Trump, but Obama's administration.

The current incoherent messages emanating from the

White House, namely the advancement of tactical low

yield nuclear weapons to safeguard against 'irresponsible'

nuclear activities, underscores the above-mentioned

strike 'opportunities' currently being considered. The

Trump administration's obsession with enhancing the

potential usage of low yield tactical nuclear weapons is

not a message solely directed at the North Koreans.

This is a significant shift in the entire psyche of the

possession of nuclear weapons as a deterrent under the

doctrine of MAD - Mutually Assured Destruction. This

shifts the paradigm not only away from the strategic

deterrence but also towards the euphemism of 'first

strike', but the U.S. are also now consistently introducing

the notion of 'preventive strike capabilities' (which is

simply a less clever way of saying first strike!).

Moreover, it motivates a nuclear arms race globally, as

other nations will be forced, or feel compelled, to shift

towards low yield devices in response, thus increasing

the prospect that some fool somewhere will actually use

them. Far from such weapons solving the situation in

North Korea, any usage would have global

consequences. As with its emergent strategy on North

Korea, the U.S.in its recent Nuclear Posture Review

(NPR), has recommended moving to smaller, tactical

(god forbid - useable) low yield nuclear weapons, as

tactical nuclear weapons, as they would be 'less

destructive' (don't think they have actually used that

phrase yet, give them time) to use in conflict compared

with strategic nuclear weapons.

The ObamaTrump administration's NPR has repeatedly

been denounced by arms control advocates, who have

stressed that the U.S. is lowering the nuclear threshold

by developing new classes of nuclear weapons and

deploying technology calibrated for pre-emptive rather

than retaliatory strike.

Despite being in line with the previous administration,

this administration's 'interpretation' of the NPR reflects

more of President Trump's impulsive and aggressive

nuclear notions and effectively breaks with past decades

efforts to reduce the role and amount of nuclear weapons

on a global scale. In particular three areas of contention

stand out:

1. The new NPR enhances the role of nuclear

weapons

2. It calls for development of new nuclear

weapons

3. It reneges upon previous U.S. non-

proliferation and disarmaments commitments (and

by default encourages other nations to do so also)

The emergence of this doctrine and persistent desire for

development of low yield devices has opened the door

for the actual use of nuclear weapons as opposed to the

fear of using them, but it is all about conditioning. For

example, a recently published MIT International Security

paper from April 2017, stressed that tactical nuclear

weapons used on North Korea could reduce the number

of casualties to around 100, depending on location. This

is a ridiculous and obscene claim by any standard, yet it

provides us with a contemporary image of where the

debate on tactical nuclear weapons is at the moment and

the necessary conditioning of mind-sets its advocates

are advancing. Moreover, this also enhances the

likelihood of a nuclear arms-race, as nuclear weapons

development seldom occurs in isolation. China has

recently announced its intentions to upgrade its own

nuclear weapons arsenal in response to the U.S. NPR.

3.4 Implications of the U.S. 'Bloody Nose'

Strategy

The feasibility of any kind of kinetic attack on North

Korea appears to be based on fantasy, detachment and

hope rather than reality. The premise of such strategies

to function as intended, it is 'hoped, or expected' that

the North Korean leadership would somehow understand

the U.S. intention was merely to convey a 'stern message'

and not essentially really wanting to start a war. In

essence the U.S. thereby expect the North Koreans to

sit back and not retaliate and risk starting a second

Korean War and broader conflagration. Yes, clearly not

a so well thought out strategy if some lunatic behind it

believes the calculus that North Koreans will merely

evaluate any potential 'bloody nose' or 'preventive strike',

possibly using tactical nuclear weapons, as a severe slap

on the wrists for being naughty and not a provocative

act of war!

Given the danger of an 'unprovoked' and 'preventive'

first strike by the U.S. on North Korea, there is no

guarantee at all that Pyongyang would not retaliate

against the U.S. and in particular against South Korea

or Japan for that matter.

If the U.S.truly believes Kim is unpredictable, impulsive

and un-deterrable without the 'bloody nose' strategy, then

there is no assurance that such an option would prevent

retaliation from Pyongyang and not trigger a full-scale

war. The issue with the 'bloody nose' strategy is that it

turns the U.S. into the 'bad guy' and falls far short of
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achieving what the U.S. wants. The U.S. would almost

certainly be acting unilaterally and against the wishes

of South Korea.

The U.S. has previously used a similar strategy when it

attacked a Syrian airbase with 59 Tomahawk cruise

missiles. At that stage, the Syrian military was already

overstretched in its fight against Islamist terrorist and

fighting a civil war, hence there was no retaliation. North

Korea is not Syria and if it is attacked it will respond -

none should doubt that. It has a massive standing army

and literally thousands of artillery pieces on the border

of South Korea. As Adam Mount, the director of the

Defence Posture Project at the Federation of American

Scientists has pointed out "actually, there is every reason

to believe it would cause North Korea to retaliate against

U.S. or South Korean forces.Once you step onto the

escalation ladder, there is no assurance you can get off

again".

The withdrawal of Victor Cha's nomination as the U.S.

ambassador to South Korea has fuelled speculations of

division within the Trump administration, as Cha

allegedly opposed Trump's 'bloody nose' strike policy.

This further appears to have cemented the

administration's seriousness or intent for military options

against North Korea.

This radical new policy will blur the line between

conventional and nuclear, and if adopted and

implemented, will lower the threshold of nuclear

weapons usage and render the horror of nuclear war more

likely. The immediate risk is that we are on a slippery

slope towards 'limited nuclear war in far-flung locations'.

Aside from the distinct likelihood that such scenarios

could easily escalate, it rolls back 70+ years of nuclear

weapons as a deterrent. A related issue is the current

conditioning of people to accept the prospect of nuclear

weapons actually being used in future conflicts. There

appears to be a concerted effort to steer people to an

acceptance of lower risks of limited nuclear war in far-

off places, alien to them.

4. Sanctions Regime

The U.S. stated foreign policy objectives of

denuclearizing North Korea through the maximum

pressure campaign has been reiterated on numerous

occasions by U.S. officials, though conditions for

diplomatic talks have wavered. The sanction regime is

instrumental to this end and adds to the perception by

Pyongyang of facing down an increasing hostile U.S.

As part of the maximum pressure campaign, the

ratcheting up of multilateral UN sanctions and unilateral

sanctions imposed on North Korea by the U.S. and South

Korea are primarily aimed at strangling the North Korean

economy in an attempt to both cut-off the cash flow for

the North Korean nuclear and ballistic missile program

and to force Pyongyang to the negotiation table. It is

still too early to discern the economic impact of

sanctions, yet we can conclude that enhanced focus on

trade-relations with North Korea may inhibit some

investors and partners from continuing their

economicrelations with North Korea. However, the

DPRK has proven highly resilient in its economic

relations.Moreover, the U.S. in particular, has not only

targeted the North Korean regime and North Korean

individuals in its 'whack a mole' sanctions efforts, but

also imposed sanctions on China and Chinese

individuals, banks and entities (and to a limited degree

Russian individuals) who are either directly or indirectly

affiliated with North Korea. Recent sanctions include

(for comprehensive sanctions list see appendix):

• 22nd December: The UNSC unanimously adopts

Resolution 2397 and imposes additional sanctions on

North Korea which cuts refined petroleum imports by

almost 90%, limits crude oil exports to 4million barrels,

and mandates the expulsion of North Korea's overseas

workers from other countries within 2 years.

• 24th January: TheU.S. Treasury Department

imposes new sanctions on 9 North Korean and Chinese

entities and individuals, who support the North Korean

nuclear program.

The targeting of China with sanctions may cause tension

between Beijing and Pyongyang, yet the degree of

sanction implementation by China is hard to assess. The

recently held summit on 16th January in Canada

suggested China and Russia could do more to this end.

5. Conclusion

The North Koreans have played their hand well in the

past few months. Taking the initiative to reach out and

engage directly with South Korea has undermined U.S.

efforts to further isolate and ostracise the country. The

South Korean President has been a key enabler in this.

His moderate stance has allowed the North Koreans to

capitalise on the Olympics and circumvent U.S. and

Japanese influence and directly talk to the South

Koreans. Kim's inviting President Moon to Pyongyang

for a summit was a shrewd play. He essentially side lined

the U.S. to create a 'Korean momentum' for dialogue.

It has become quite obvious that the U.S. has no desire

to pursue dialogue with North Korea unless on U.S.

terms and those terms are preconditions, nuclear
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disarmament and cajoling, threatening and brow beating

allies to follow their line. North Korea has a desire to

engage in dialogue, but without preconditions and on

their terms.

Given the intractable nature of the situation the current

round of dialogue between North and South holds some

hope of rapprochement in spite of U.S. efforts to nullify

the dialogue as nothing more than a charm offensive.

However, March and April will bring additional

pressures. The next steps on the North Korean side will

be interesting and indicative of the emergent strategy.

When the visit by Moon to Pyongyang will actually take

place will be relevant. If the North Koreans are buying

time they are unlikely to facilitate that summit too

quickly. The détente at the moment, starting with Kim's

New Year day offer, has already bought them two

months. A summit in perhaps May or June will have

bought them perhaps six months. In light of what they

managed to achieve during 2017, then it is likely that

developments to further enhance their missile program

are continuing unabated.

The element of unpredictability (occasionally referred

to as the 'Trump effect') reinforces Pyongyang's desire

to speed up its missile program. According to the media

and the White House itself, the North Korean détente is

a product of the maximum pressure campaign - a claim

which primarily has served President Trump's power

consolidation amid internal turmoil in the White House,

rather than being the outcome of a strategy. Throughout

2017, North Korea has been calling the shots and the

U.S.has been responding to them, not the other way

around. The current situation with inter-Korean talks is

just as calculated a move as anything else. Some

observers are expecting more tests can be anticipated

following the Winter Olympics; had Kim not invited

Moon to Pyongyang this may well have been how that

would have played out. However, in light of this

development it is unlikely Pyongyang will jeopardise

the rapprochement and gains made this past 6 weeks.

If the U.S. is denied the opportunity to continue 'military'

pressure or the threat of military action or if the joint

exercises are delayed further into the year to allow the

diplomacy to take root and propagate, then the alternative

will be further deeper hitting sanctions. Or, if sanctions

are deemed to be falling short, then provoke North Korea

to overreact again and simply try to reset the clock on

the tensions. Either way, the North Koreans are perhaps

anticipating these actions, fully understanding they are

intended to provoke a reaction. Aside from what or how

the South Korean reaction to U.S. actions during this

period may be, the North Koreans may well not take the

bait this time around so as to ensure a freezing of U.S.

intent.
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Appendix: Timeline 2015-2018
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