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Background  
On February 29, North Korea announced it would cease nuclear activities at Yongbyon and 

admit IAEA inspectors. North Korea also declared a moratorium on long-range missile launches 

and nuclear tests. This statement raised hopes that the new leadership in Pyongyang might take a 

different path from those of his father and grandfather and surpass the limits of hereditary power 

succession. The North’s announcement of its missile launch in the middle of March, however, 

has dashed these hopes, only to reaffirm that he is a chip off the old block.  

 

The March missile launch timing to celebrate Kim Il Sung’s centenary birthday is only the start 

of the cyclical provocations for 2012. As we move into the second half of the year the North may 

attempt various provocations against the South according to its internal political circumstances. 

The North will use both violent and non-violent means to attempt to influence the South Korean 

elections in order to ensure that victory goes to a political group that will meekly acquiesce to 

whatever the North Korean regime demands. 
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This article was presented as talking points for “North Korea At a Crossroads: Why North Korea Attempts to 

Launch Missile?” hosted by IIRI at the Hotel Shilla in Seoul, South Korea, on April 4, 2012. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One card that the North may opt to deploy against the international community is a third nuclear 

test. The North believes that it must work from a position of strength to improve relations with 

the US and attain legitimate recognition from Washington. Believing that only nuclear weapons 

and missiles will give it the strength it needs to coerce the US, it may see a 3rd nuclear test using 

a new type of warhead as the best way to ring in this auspicious year to “open the gates of a 

strong and prosperous nation.” 

 

The March missile launch was the latest after the three previous tests in 1998, 2006, and 2009. 

The first test in 1998 surprised the international community by demonstrating that it has a 

capability to build a multi-stage missile, a technological leap forward from the single stage. The 

second was debacle, and the third doubled the missile range. The fourth test failed, exploding 

about 2 minutes after launch. North Korea promptly acknowledged the failure and vowed to 

continue exploration of space using its rockets. 

 

On the other hand, it is widely believed that the offer to open the uranium enrichment facility to 

the IAEA was only a lure to show that uranium enrichment program is solely for peaceful 

purposes. North Korea must be running other enrichment facilities at unknown sites for weapon 

making purposes. Since North Korea become skilled at implosion technologies using two 

plutonium-bomb tests, once obtaining highly enriched uranium it will easily manufacture a 

miniaturized nuclear warhead, which can be mated with a long-range missile. That is, we are 

entering the new era when North Korea’s nuclear and missile threats are not and should not be 

dealt with separately. These threats must be conceived as an integrated threat so much so that our 

response must purse an integrated approach as well. 

 

ROK’s Integrated Approach 
The ROK responses, based on the concept of integrated approach targeting integrated threats, 

should be many-fold, largely in close collaboration with the United States. Some responses are 

purely military and immediately needed, and others are political and diplomatic in nature and 

need be implemented gradually. But all responses are equally important. 

 

1. Reinforce Conventional Capabilities 

Reacting to growing North Korean asymmetrical threats and adapting to ongoing OPCON 

transfer, ROK has begun to modernize its conventional capabilities. Such efforts should continue 

and expand with particular focus on targeting and striking well protected, remotely located, or 

hidden nuclear/missile installations.  

 

2. Increase Ballistic Missile Ranges 

In that regard, it is essential for the ROK military to have the ballistic missile capability long 

enough to strike every northern corner of North Korea from southern periphery of the Korean 

peninsula. If fact, our ballistic missile range must be long enough to reach the northern edge of 

the peninsula from the Jeju Island, in case the naval base in the Island is completed in the near 

future.  
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Enhance American Extended Nuclear Deterrence 

In the wake of North Korea’s nuclear weapons development, the South Korean public is 

increasingly concerned about our lack of appropriate means to counter the North Korean nuclear 

threat. Today, approximately 7 out of 10 Korean people respond positively either to having our 

indigenous nuclear weapons program or to reintroducing American tactical nukes to South 

Korea.
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Some say that these are in violation of the Joint Denuclearization Declaration which was signed 

by the two Koreas in 1991. Such a view is not persuasive simply because the declaration was a 

non-starter. It had been violated even before it was signed, and has been breached continuously 

up until today. Annoyed by North Korea’s chronic cheating, Robert Gates once said that 

America is not going to buy the same horse twice. How many times should South Korea buy the 

same horse? The declaration is a symbol of humiliation to South Korea and crown deception by 

North Korea. This is what the South Korean public demands and should be an official ROK 

policy in the near future. Regardless of the status of the declaration, of course, ROK will commit 

itself to the non-nuclear policy—using nuclear energy solely for peaceful purposes.  

 

4. Change North Korean Elites’ Calculations 

Enhancing deterrence is only to treat symptoms. As long as the leadership has out-dated 

ideology, is afraid of reform and openness, and continues to stick to ancestors’ dying injunctions, 

the root cause of the North Korean threat will not disappear. So in the medium and longer term, 

we need to change North Korean leadership’s mind-set and self-interested calculations that will 

gradually lead to societal changes in North Korea as a whole. Notably, this does not mean to 

attempt a regime change, but foster auspicious circumstances for gradual changes in North 

Korea—both the leadership and the general public.  

 

5. Change Chinese Leadership’s Perception toward North Korea 

The status of China is important in two ways. On the one hand, reinforcing deterrence in South 

Korea in collaboration with the US vis-à-vis North Korean threats should not be understood by 

China as a disguised threat to its own security. That is, ROK and the US need to exert great 

efforts to show that ROK-US deterrence posture is not an American attempt to encircle China. 

On the other hand, it is well recognized that China must play an important role both in reigning 

in North Korea’s adventurism in the short term and in promoting gradual changes in the country 

in the longer term. Thus, in order to bring on Chinese sincere cooperation in these regards, ROK, 

the US, and China need to launch a strategic dialogue focusing on the ultimate resolution of the 

Korean question as well as on the pending security concerns. 
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 On March 2-3, 2011, a public poll was conducted by Realmeter and  tv-N, asking 1,000 people around the country 

about several issues regarding North Korea’s nuclear crisis. One question was whether they are for or against 

reintroduction of tactical nuclear weapons. The answer was that 69.1% said it was an essential necessity to counter 

North Korean threat while 17.3% said that it was not necessary for regional peace and denuclearization of North 

Korea. Regarding whether South Korea should develop its own nuclear weapons: 72.5% said that South Korea has 

to develop its own nuclear weapons and 14% said South Korea should not. 

http://news.hankooki.com/lpage/politics/201103/h2011030414222974760.htm 
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