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Learning to Live with a Nuclear North Korea 

 

 
Nate Adler 1 

Since North Korea’s May 2009 nuclear test, the Obama Administration’s message 
has been consistent and clear: the United States will not tolerate a nuclear North 
Korea. In July 2009, while speaking in Thailand, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton 
said that, “The United States and its allies and partners cannot accept a North Korea 
that tries to maintain nuclear weapons…”2 and Secretary of Defense Robert Gates 
has echoed that message. Speaking in Seoul on October 21, 2009, Gates said, "We do 
not today — nor will we ever — accept a North Korea with nuclear weapons.”3 

While such unambiguous statements from senior American officials may be 
important in maintaining the drive for a diplomatic resolution to the North Korean 
nuclear issue, such statements also belie the unfortunate reality of the situation. 
Nearly four years after North Korea’s first nuclear test, there has been little 
substantive progress in dismantling North Korea’s nuclear program. The U.S. is 
currently, and has been, living with a nuclear North Korea. 

Despite the tireless efforts of U.S. negotiators, and the predictably bizarre 
ebb and flow of the Kim regime’s posturing, the last three years have seen the 
growth of a North Korea that is both confident and assertive in its professed status 
as a nuclear power.  Through continued missile tests and a successful second nuclear 
test in May 2009, Pyongyang has shown itself to be ready and willing to cross 
“redlines” drawn by the U.S. and others. To be sure, there have been scattered 
instances of diplomatic progress; however these glimmers of hope have largely been 
steps towards containment, and have made little or no headway in reversing the 
North’s nuclear advances.  

Thus, while U.S. policymakers continue to talk publicly about their refusal to 
accept a nuclear North Korea, behind the scenes, the reality is that the U.S. has been 
“tolerating” the DPRK as a de facto nuclear power, and that reality is becoming 
increasingly hard to ignore. This disconnect between rhetoric and reality is not 
simply a matter of semantics; it has serious long term policy implications for how 
the United States conducts its non-proliferation agenda in Asia and beyond.   

Indeed, amidst all of its posturing, the U.S. is in danger of falling for its own 
charade of confident tough talk.  Such concerns reflect a troubling myopia in U.S. 
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North Korea policy, a readiness to wish away North Korea’s nuclear progress 
through proclamations about what the U.S. will and will not tolerate. Unfortunately, 
with two protracted wars to unwind, and a global financial crisis to navigate, the 
tough talk aimed at Pyongyang feels hollow, and the Kim regime has taken note.  

Recent incidents, such as the brazen North Korean attack in March, 2010, 
which sunk the South Korean warship Cheonan and killed 46 sailors, only highlight 
the diplomatic and strategic volatility of the region. Joint U.S.-South Korean large-
scale naval exercises near North Korea, while perhaps a necessary show of force, 
have only heightened tensions and exacerbated the diplomatic fallout. Such a 
dynamic security environment, compounded by the presence of nuclear weapons, 
demands not only sound military planning, but also a realistic assessment of how 
the United States, and more broadly the international non-proliferation regime, can 
work with, and around, a long-term nuclear North Korea.   

While journalists and academics have started to probe the topic of the 
North’s unwillingness to end its program, and to look at contingencies for a long-
term nuclear North Korea, such work has generally been in the form of shorter op-
ed length pieces, or in relation to U.S. policy towards other countries in the region. A 
more comprehensive examination of this issue is still generally lacking.  

This paper will focus on exploring options for how the international 
community can best respond to a North Korea that seems unlikely to give up its 
nuclear capability, and will stress the serious consequences of failing to recognize, 
and plan for, a long-term nuclear North Korea. In doing so, the paper will be 
organized around three major questions: 

  First, what will be the implications of a long term nuclear North Korea on 
the global non-proliferation regime? More specifically, how should the 
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) respond, and what will be the 
ramifications for the Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty (NPT)? How will a nuclear 
North Korea affect the behavior of other states with nuclear ambitions like Iran and 
Burma? What can the international non-proliferation community4 do to mitigate the 
damage? 

  Second, what will be the implications for U.S. National Security Policy in 
East Asia if North Korea becomes a long-term nuclear power? How would South 
Korea and Japan respond, and would the credibility of the United States’ nuclear 
umbrella still stand? How serious would the threat of a regional arms race be? In 
case of political instability or collapse, what are contingencies for securing and 
safeguarding the DPRK’s nuclear material? What would a long-term containment / 
non-proliferation strategy look like for dealing with North Korea’s nuclear program?  

 Third, what is the path forward, in the long-term, for policy between 
Washington and Pyongyang? Could the six-party talks be restarted, and if so what 
shape would they take and what would their goals be? How can the U.S. work with 

                                                           

4 This paper uses the term “non-proliferation community” to describe all of the various 
international organizations, agencies, governments, think tanks and other entities working 
to prevent the development and spread of nuclear weapons. 



 

 

153 

North Korea to prevent both the restart of the North’s production facilities, and the 
development of its Highly Enriched Uranium (HEU) program? How can the 
international community work to contain the spread of nuclear technology and 
material from North Korea? 

These questions will each be crucial in this paper’s effort to narrow the 
current disconnect between rhetoric and reality in U.S. policy. Furthermore, these 
questions will highlight the tremendous importance of realistically assessing how 
North Korea’s newfound nuclear capabilities will affect the regional and global effort 
to prevent the spread of nuclear weapons. 

Implications for broader non-proliferation policy  

It is difficult to be sanguine about denuclearization in North Korea, particularly 
given the troubling implications of North Korea’s nuclear program for current and 
future non-proliferation initiatives. At once intransigent, erratic, and ruthless, the 
North Korean regime bears the dubious distinction of being a perennial thorn in the 
side of the international community.  In a way that no other country has, North 
Korea has also single handedly gone about undermining almost every aspect of the 
international non-proliferation regime.  

The 2003 North Korean decision to withdraw from the NPT was not only 
historically unprecedented, but it was also immensely damaging in that it 
highlighted an inherent weakness which plagues the treaty; ultimately, participation 
is voluntary. North Korea exploited a similar vulnerability in the IAEA when it 
repeatedly expelled the organization’s inspectors, most recently in April 2009. 
Ultimately, North Korea reminded the world that the IAEA could only inspect what 
Pyongyang let it inspect, and that the IAEA could only operate in North Korea as 
long as Pyongyang allowed it to be in the country. Like the NPT, cooperation with 
the IAEA was ultimately voluntary.  

At times clandestine and at other times quite public, North Korea’s halting 
but determined march towards nuclearization was deeply troubling for the non-
proliferation community. However, perhaps even more troubling is that North 
Korea has, in a sense, provided a model for other would-be nuclear states. North 
Korea’s path to the bomb, and it’s navigation of the existing framework of treaties 
and organizations intended to dissuade such behavior, is particularly attractive to 
states that are already isolated or somehow marginalized - states for whom the 
perceived benefits of a weapons program outweigh the perceived costs of 
detachment from the international community.  

Iran is one such example, and the growing behavioral parallels between 
Tehran and Pyongyang are disconcerting at best. Like Iran, both Burma and Syria 
are signatories to the NPT, as North Korea was, and these countries have all 
allegedly cooperated with North Korea on the development of missile and nuclear 
programs. These countries presumably watched with great interest as North Korea 
negotiated, manipulated, stalled, and cheated for more than a decade while working 
on its program, and they now watch with great interest as North Korea’s relationship 
with China helps it weather the post-breakout diplomatic storm.  
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Particularly Iran, the highest profile of these cases, seems to have taken a 
page from Pyongyang’s playbook. The undeclared facilities, combative public 
statements, expulsion of IAEA inspectors, and insistence that Iran’s nuclear 
program is exclusively for civilian energy, are all far too familiar. Following UN 
Security Council Resolution 1929 which places sanctions on Iran, diplomatic 
relations seem unlikely to improve, and like North Korea, these sanctions will 
further isolate Iran from the international community. While Iran’s geopolitical and 
strategic position in the world is very different from North Korea’s, it seems likely 
that the lessons learned in Tehran from the North Korean experience have only 
further emboldened the Iranian leadership. 

As North Korea continues to flaunt the development of its program through 
missile and nuclear tests, supporters of the non-proliferation regime must be aware 
that the would-be nuclear powers are taking note. As it demonstrated in Syria, 
Pyongyang is both willing and capable when it comes to assisting fledgling nuclear 
states with their ambitions. Additionally, the North Korean model for how to 
circumvent the existing barriers to nuclear weapons development is also deeply 
damaging. This model, combined with the danger of lateral proliferation, means that 
North Korea’s continued existence as a de facto nuclear state poses a serious threat 
to the mission of the non-proliferation community. To meet that threat, and to 
effectively live with a nuclear North Korea, the non-proliferation community must 
make a series of reforms.  

Perhaps the most crucial of these reforms is to commit, completely, to 
strengthening the IAEA. If North Korea’s continued nuclear intransigence has 
proven one thing to those states that might follow its lead, it is that despite its 
tireless and admirable work, the IAEA is not an organization well equipped to deal 
with difficult regimes. Often overly political, underfunded, and without “teeth,” the 
IAEA struggled to assert itself in North Korea, and the Kim regime spared no 
opportunity to draw into question the effectiveness of the IAEA’s efforts to detect 
and report the weaponization of nuclear material.  

Every year for ten years the IAEA reported that North Korea was in non-
compliance with its Comprehensive Safeguards Agreement (CSA), with essentially 
no serious repercussions for Pyongyang. 5  The IAEA’s reports were so ineffective 
largely because it was given limited access by the North Korean regime, and in turn 
was unable to confirm or verify many of the declarations that North Korea had made 
about its activity.  

As the international community prepares for a future with a nuclear North 
Korea, it must work hard to convince other prospective nuclear states that the status 
quo under which North Korea developed its weapons no longer exists. The IAEA is 
in many ways the face of the international non-proliferation regime, and to survive 
in a world with a nuclear North Korea, that regime must demonstrate that it has 
learned from past failures, and re-doubled the seriousness of its efforts.  
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In part, signaling such a commitment will demand greater funding so as to 
enhance the IAEA’s capacity to do thorough and wide spread inspections. Despite 
constantly improving inspection technology, budgetary limitations restrict the scope 
of the IAEA’s operations and undercut the Agency’s ability to fulfill its mandate. 
Increased budgetary commitments, in the face of financial downturn, would make 
contributing nations greater stakeholders in the Agency’s success, and would 
demonstrate a necessary and unwavering commitment to its mission. 

Admittedly, given the realities of North Korea’s determination and 
longstanding conventional deterrent, a well funded IAEA might not have been able 
to prevent North Korea from initially going nuclear. Nevertheless, a robust and 
capable IAEA will play an absolutely critical role in the effort to contain a nuclear 
North Korea in the future. To play that role effectively the IAEA will need genuine 
and committed financial backing from the international community so that it can 
assert itself in Pyongyang.  

Perhaps more important than money, world powers need to better 
coordinate and cooperate with the IAEA to engage it centrally in the process of 
detection and verification. Because the IAEA is only as strong as the countries that 
support it, the international community must do better in convincing the world that 
the IAEA is a serious force to be reckoned with, and that non-compliance will have 
real consequences.  

To do this, major powers need to lend the IAEA their diplomatic weight, and 
need to push harder in bilateral negotiations to secure the IAEA the access it needs. 
The international community must also improve the international intelligence 
sharing network which feeds the IAEA much of its most crucial data. While the 
protection of sensitive sources and collection methods is undoubtedly a concern, a 
genuine effort to find confidential systems in which such intelligence can be shared 
will be crucial in building a stronger and more effective IAEA, one that is capable of 
asserting itself in a world with a nuclear North Korea.  

North Korea’s long march towards nuclear weapons did broad reputational 
damage to the non-proliferation regime, however it was specifically North Korea’s 
2003 decision to withdraw from the NPT that may ultimately have done the most 
acute harm. By withdrawing, North Korea became the first country to ever leave the 
treaty, and in so doing set a troubling precedent for other rogue states with nuclear 
aspirations. North Korea reminded such nations that being a signatory to the NPT is 
neither permanent nor binding, but rather that participation is subject to the 
shifting political winds of national self-interest. Furthermore, as North Korea 
showed the world in 1994, the threat of withdrawing can be used as a valuable 
bargaining chip for gaining leverage in negotiations.  

In this North Korean model, a state could reap the benefits and rights that 
come with being a signatory to the NPT, and then withdraw when it becomes 
politically or strategically expedient to breakout. If such a practice became 
normalized at all, it would fundamentally threaten the integrity of the NPT, and 
would be highly problematic for larger non-proliferation efforts. Thus, in a world 
with North Korea as a long-term nuclear power, the non-proliferation regime must 
make it a priority to dissuade other nations from following North Korea’s example. 
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 To undercut the appeal of the North Korean path, the non-proliferation 
regime must fight the perception that through both defiance and resilience, North 
Korea has thumbed its nose at the international community, pursued its own 
agenda, weathered the storm of economic sanctions, and emerged unscathed as a 
nuclear power. The non-proliferation community must launch a targeted campaign 
to highlight the devastating costs of North Korea’s nuclear program. The regime 
must highlight, for nations like Iran, Burma, and Syria, the reality that North 
Korea’s nuclear program has been a far greater burden than it has been a boon.  

The economic sanctions and disruption of aid shipments following North 
Korea’s nuclear and missile tests have left it one of the most decrepit and isolated 
nations in the world. North Korea’s broken economy places it amongst the poorest 
places on earth, and makes it almost entirely dependent on foreign aid donated from 
China. While diverting desperately needed resources into its nuclear weapons 
program, the Kim regime resorts to brutally oppressive tactics to keep control over a 
starving population that it is unable and unwilling to feed.  North Korea has few 
viable exports other than those related to illicit activities in narcotics and 
counterfeiting. Arms sales, once a key export, have been targeted by sanctions, as 
have imports of luxury goods for government officials.  Additionally, while bearing 
the burden of these great costs, any tangible gains that North Korea has received 
from its weapons program remain illusive at best. This message must be highlighted. 
If the non-proliferation regime is to survive North Korea’s withdrawal from the NPT, 
it must convincingly show that North Korea’s path to nuclear weapons is not a 
model for success, but rather is an assured avenue towards great hardship, 
insecurity, and isolation.  

Despite the serious challenges that a future with a nuclear North Korea poses 
for the non-proliferation regime, there remains room for optimism. Despite the risk 
of sensitive nuclear technology spreading through an ever more globalized world 
economy, over the past thirty years the number of nuclear states has remained 
constant. The denuclearization of South Africa and the entry of North Korea into the 
nuclear club have kept the world total at nine for the past three decades, a reality 
which continues to defy the predictions of many non-proliferation skeptics. Despite 
the existence of nuclear technology and nuclear material on the world market, and 
despite the allure of nuclear armament as a beacon of national prestige, states are 
generally deciding to not go nuclear. This is encouraging.  

Certainly each state has its own distinct reasons for pursuing or not pursuing 
a nuclear program, and it is difficult to show any broad causation behind the lack of 
growth in nuclear weapons states. In turn, one should be cautious about reading too 
much into the recent non-proliferation record. Nevertheless, from Libya to Sweden 
to Brazil it would appear that a combination of efforts by the non-proliferation 
community has made the technological acquisition sufficiently difficult, and made 
the opportunity costs sufficiently high, to prevent most countries from going 
nuclear. Despite serious weaknesses, the NPT has created a normative aversion to 
nuclear weapons in the international community, and the IAEA, Nuclear Suppliers 
Group, United Nations Security Council (UNSC), and other bilateral and regional 
export control and sanctions regimes have made the cost and consequences of 
nuclear adventurism intolerably high for most. This is no small accomplishment.  
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A long term nuclear North Korea will pose a serious challenge to the 
successes of the non-proliferation regime. Indeed, the above prescriptions for 
strengthening the IAEA and buttressing the NPT are not naïve to the serious 
shortcomings of both the Agency and the Treaty. Rather, the aforementioned 
proposals are intended merely as necessary steps to buffer against the damage done 
by North Korea’s ascension to the nuclear stage. With no panacea for North Korea in 
sight, the non-proliferation community will have to take a hard-nosed look at what 
reforms are necessary to constrain the spread of weapons, technology, and material, 
in a world in which Pyongyang has all three. The recommendations above would be 
a good first step.   

Implications for U.S. national security policy in Asia  

Beyond the goals of the broader non-proliferation regime, planning for the reality of 
a long term nuclear North Korea will also have very real and serious implications for 
U.S. national security policy in East Asia. While much of the existing security 
dynamic is likely to remain unchanged in the immediate future, North Korea’s 
unwillingness to bargain away its nuclear capabilities has agitated an already restive 
region. With the nuclear threat geographically closer and less predictable than ever 
before, some in both Seoul and Tokyo have started to call into question the 
unwavering reliability of US extended deterrence policy. If South Korea or Japan 
finds itself unconvinced of U.S. resolve and feels the need to hedge against a long-
term nuclear-armed North Korea by developing its own weapons program, the 
permanence of that alliance and the stability of the whole region could be in 
jeopardy.  It is imperative that U.S. national security policymakers think and plan 
carefully for contingencies surrounding a long-term nuclear North Korea and how it 
would shift the existing regional security architecture.  

Again, a major recasting of either of these long-standing alliances is unlikely, 
but the temptation for powerful economies like Japan and South Korea to seek 
sovereignty in matters of national security is tremendous, particularly when their 
capitals lie well inside the striking distance of a nuclear-armed and hostile neighbor.  

For example, as South Korea prepares to renegotiate a 1974 nuclear pact with 
the United States, it is also preparing to push hard for allowances on the ability to 
reprocess its spent nuclear fuel. The practice of reprocessing, which Japan already 
does, would allow South Korea to separate plutonium from its spent power-reactor 
fuel, for use in fast breeder reactors. However, the practice is forbidden under the 
1974 U.S. pact because that same plutonium can also be used to build weapons, and 
thus is a major proliferation security risk.6   

Moreover, reprocessing spent fuel into plutonium would give South Korea a 
latent nuclear capability in that the fuel for a civilian energy producing reactor could 
quickly be moved and converted to serve as the fissile core of a weapon. Although 
South Korea claims that its interest in reprocessing is strictly based on 
environmental and civilian energy needs, a new reprocessing policy would likely 
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provoke North Korea, possibly to restart or accelerate its own production of 
weapons usable material. The development of such a reprocessing capability in 
Seoul would also cause considerable consternation in both Beijing and Tokyo, and 
would likely raise regional tensions beyond the Peninsula. As South Korea faces a 
nuclear North Korea on its border for the foreseeable future, a push to reprocess is a 
dangerous scenario that U.S. policy makers must be prepared for.  

Nearby, Japan already reprocesses its spent fuel, and is capable of having 
nuclear weapons relatively quickly should the need arise. Indeed there are some 
prominent conservative voices in Japan who believe North Korea currently poses 
precisely the kind of threat that would merit Japan developing nuclear weapons. 
Former Finance Minister Shoichi Nakagawa stated in April 2009, that Japanese 
officials need to consider the allowance of nuclear weapons within Japan’s peace 
constitution in order to counter the threat from North Korea. Although such a 
development would clearly be a violation of Japan’s NPT commitment to not 
weaponize, Nakagawa is not alone in his suggestion. Former Japanese Prime 
Ministers Yasuo Fukuda and Shinzo Abe have both noted that the acquisition of 
nuclear weapons, as long as it was exclusively for defensive tactical purposes, would 
not conflict with Japan’s peace constitution.7  

While these quotes are not at all indicative of popular sentiment in Japan 
regarding nuclear weapons8, they do reveal an underlying nervousness, at least in 
conservative circles, that U.S. extended deterrence may not be enough, in the long 
run, to deter a nuclear North Korea.  

As the U.S. learns to live with a nuclear North Korea, at least for the time 
being, it must take seriously the whisperings of angst coming from Tokyo and Seoul. 
Not only would serious nuclear developments in either country have a deleterious 
affect on non-proliferation efforts in the region, but they would also be likely to 
incite regional tensions beyond the inevitable saber-rattling in Pyongyang. For 
example, if there were ever serious discussions in Tokyo about developing a 
weapons program, even if the cause of those discussions was ostensibly the threat 
from North Korea, there would be a serious rise in strategic military and political 
tensions with Beijing that could be deeply destabilizing throughout the region.9 
Thus, it will again be crucial that U.S. national security policymakers reaffirm the 
strength of our alliances in Japan and South Korea. It will furthermore be essential 
for those officials to recognize the reality of a long-term nuclear North Korea as it is 
seen by regional powers, and to assess the threat critically and frankly with 
policymakers in Seoul, Tokyo, and Beijing.10  
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Implications for U.S.-DPRK relations, denuclearization, and the 
Six Party Talks  

There is no quick fix for the North Korean nuclear dilemma. Indeed the very thesis 
of this article is grounded in the assumption that the United States and its partners 
in the international community will not be able to denuclearize North Korea anytime 
soon. Nevertheless, there are still steps that can be taken to at least lay the 
foundation for serious discussions in the future and to promote a stability in the 
region that will facilitate the eventual resumption of the Six Party Talks.  

The importance of China in the process of getting North Korea back to the 
negotiating table cannot be overemphasized.  China’s centrality in moving forward 
with North Korea is largely due to an unfortunate reality: the U.S. has exhausted its 
store of both carrots and sticks in Pyongyang. The U.S. has offered North Korea 
elaborate incentive packages which have either been rejected or conditionally 
accepted on unacceptable terms. The U.S. has also tried recalling aid shipments, 
pushing for UNSC sanctions, and essentially every other “stick” short of direct 
military intervention. In short, particularly with two wars and little credible threat of 
military strike to posture behind, other than providing Kim with the attention that 
he seems to fervently covet, the U.S. has almost no diplomatic leverage in North 
Korea. Conversely, as North Korea’s largest trade partner, and essentially the sole 
provider of North Korea’s food, energy, and weapons, China holds massive leverage 
in Pyongyang.11   

Because a stable North Korea is as important to China as a denuclearized 
North Korea, China refuses to exert its full influence in Pyongyang for fear of 
destabilizing the regime. Nevertheless, when North Korea strays too far, or becomes 
too much of an irritant, Beijing has not hesitated to temporarily decrease aid or sign 
on to limited sanctions, as if to remind the Kim regime that it is not on an infinitely 
long leash. Furthermore, during the Six Party Talks Chinese negotiators worked 
hard within the constraints of their own domestic concerns to nudge North Korea, 
albeit lightly, in the right direction. Though the U.S. would undoubtedly like more in 
the way of pressure on North Korea from Beijing, China’s cooperation in the Six 
Party Talks seemed to at least open the door for further policy coordination in the 
future. 12  

As the U.S. plans for a world with a long-term nuclear North Korea it can and 
should continue to ramp up targeted seizures like the highly influential freezing of 
North Korean funds in a Macao bank in 2005, or the blocking of imported luxury 
goods for high-ranking officials. However, if North Korea is to genuinely come back 
to the negotiating table, it will be because the U.S. was able to convince China that a 
nuclear free Korean Peninsula was in China’s best national interest.  
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Moreover, the U.S. and China desperately need better coordination in 
preparation for the approaching North Korean regime change. The utter dearth of 
communication between the U.S. and Chinese militaries has resulted in no known 
coordination or joint contingency planning that would help dictate the roles and 
responsibilities of the two countries in the event of a collapse of the North Korean 
regime or in the event of dramatic instability during the transition in governance. 
Not only could such a scenario result in a humanitarian disaster which would 
destabilize China’s North Korean border region, but it could also result in dangerous 
military confusion or miscommunication between the U.S., China, and South Korea.  

Perhaps most unsettling, the lack of coordination leaves no coherent policy 
for locating and safeguarding North Korea’s stocks of  weaponized and non-
weaponized nuclear material which in such a scenario would be vulnerable to 
looting or theft.  As both the U.S. and China learn to live with a nuclear North Korea, 
it is unequivocally in both nations’ national security interests that they increase 
communication and coordination so as to more safely manage an unforeseen 
destabilization in Pyongyang. 

 Until the U.S. is able to garner China’s support, its focus should remain on 
how best to contain a nuclear North Korea over the long term. More specifically, 
instead of exhausting diplomatic resources trying to court Pyongyang into talking 
about complete disarmament, the U.S. should focus on the more realistic and 
immediate goals of limiting the growth of North Korea’s domestic nuclear program, 
as well as disrupting its efforts at horizontal proliferation to other countries like 
Syria, Iran, 13  and Burma.14 

If the U.S. is going to live with a long-term nuclear North Korea, it has to be 
confident that Pyongyang is not spreading its material or technology to other state 
or non-state actors. Additionally, the U.S. will need to focus on constraining the 
vertical development of North Korea’s internal program. On this point it will be 
particularly important that the U.S. disrupt, deter, and prevent North Korea from 
successfully mounting a nuclear warhead onto an Intercontinental Ballistic Missile 
(ICBM). Such a breakthrough in North Korea’s capabilities, would put the U.S. in a 
very difficult position, one in which it would be hard to not seriously consider 
preemptively destroying the relevant facilities. Such an operation would no doubt 
come at the expense of any hope for diplomatic progress on denuclearization in 
Pyongyang, and thus preventing such a scenario must be an absolute priority.   

 Finally, much of the fate of North Korea’s nuclear weapons program will be 
determined neither by China nor by the U.S., but by the reclusive state’s next leader. 
As Kim Jong-Il’s health deteriorates, there is increasingly open discussion about the 
pending power transition in Pyongyang, and about the likelihood that Kim’s 
youngest son, Kim Jong-Un will eventually lead the country, possibly with his uncle, 
Jang Song-Taek, serving initially as regent. During the transition there will likely be 
little departure from North Korea’s current stance, as the new leadership will need 
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to project strength and solidarity to consolidate its power within its domestic 
political elite. However, because the 27-year-old heir is reported to have lived and 
been educated in the West, the prospects for a thaw in U.S.-North Korean relations, 
however slight, seem to have some hope.   

Conclusion 

Ultimately, while all hope of disarmament is not lost, it seems likely that at the very 
least, in the near future the United States and the global non-proliferation regime 
will have to learn to live with a nuclear North Korea. While it may be diplomatically 
important to not formally recognize North Korea as a nuclear power, it is also 
imperative that the U.S. not be fooled into believing its own rhetoric. The reality is 
that the U.S. has been tolerating a nuclear DPRK for quite some time, and there is 
little to indicate that that policy will change in the near future. For the non-
proliferation regime to survive North Korea’s entry into the nuclear club, the U.S. 
and its partners must develop a coherent and focused long-term strategy for how to 
stem the damage done by North Korea’s breakout.  

As the challenges outlined in this paper have shown, the outlook is not a rosy 
one. From military contingency planning to managing regional security alliances, 
the necessary strategic assessment must be honest about exactly how little 
diplomatic leverage the U.S. holds in Pyongyang. Indeed, with most diplomatic tools 
used up, policymakers must focus on strengthening institutions like the IAEA, and 
on finding ways to engage partners like China, rather than on diplomatically, and 
futilely, fighting the bilateral battle with Pyongyang. In this effort, it will be crucial 
to enforce existing sanctions and to coordinate with regional partners so as to ensure 
that North Korea is not proliferating the technology and material that it has 
acquired.  

As diplomatic stalemate persists in Pyongyang and the non-proliferation 
community works tirelessly to wrestle Iran back from the precipice of its own 
weapons program breakout, there may be a growing fear that North Korea is simply 
too far gone. Nevertheless, in such a dynamic region, and with a major North 
Korean leadership transition on the horizon, there is indeed cause for tempered 
optimism for the future. If any such hopes are to be realized, the U.S. must not fall 
under the comforting spell of its own diplomatic spin. Rather, the U.S. must start 
taking concrete steps to plan for a future where the existence of a nuclear North 
Korea is an unfortunate but undeniable reality.   

 

 

 

 
 

 


