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It is hard to tell what the bigger concern on the Korean peninsula will be over 
the next year: more nuclear weapons and ballistic missile tests by the North, 
or potential political discontinuities inside the Pyongyang regime. Neither is a 
good outcome. 

The first scenario would highlight the fact that over 20 years after the first nuclear 
agreement with North Korea in October 1994 (the Agreed Framework), and 10 
years after the second nuclear agreement in September 2005 (the Six-Party Joint 
Statement), the problem has become exponentially worse in 2015. North Korea, 
under Kim Jong-un’s byongjin strategy appears to be aiming to develop the full 
spectrum of nuclear capabilities, from plutonium and uranium-based weapons to 
potential battlefield use. The Obama administration might try to make one last push 
for a denuclearization deal like the September 2005 agreement, but success would 
be highly unlikely. 

The second scenario is no better. The machinations of North Korean leadership 
dynamics raise concerns about regime stability. It is not clear if the young leader is 
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calling the shots or if there are power struggles 
among elites in the party and military over a 
shrinking pie. Even if internal power struggles 
are not the problem, Kim’s health may be. 
Westerners who have met the young leader in 
person at diplomatic functions in Pyongyang 
have observed that he is grossly obese, much 
more so than official pictures depict; that he is 
a chain smoker; that he drinks heavily; and that 
his face looks unusually unhealthy for a 29- or 
30-year-old. There is a history of heart disease in 
the family (Kim’s father and grandfather both died 
of massive heart attacks), as well as purported 
kidney and liver problems. The chances that he 
can rule for decades like his predecessors are slim.

The challenge for the United States will be how 
to maintain focus on this problem when the 
White House will be 
preoccupied with Ebola 
in West Africa, Russia 
and Ukraine, and the war 
against ISIS. A crisis with 
the North (in the form 
of a fourth nuclear test 
or provocations against 
South Korea) will certainly 
grab attention, but the 
reaction will be to seek a 
temporary solution that provides compensation 
to Pyongyang in return for de-escalation—a 
familiar outcome that has contributed directly to 
the growth of the North’s nuclear program over 
the past 25 years. On the other hand, if the North 
does not invoke a crisis it will mean little attention 
from Washington, allowing the North’s nuclear 
program to develop unimpeded. 

The best antidote to this catch-22 is to continue 
robust defense cooperation with South Korea. 
This means enhancing missile defense, including 
the introduction of Terminal High Altitude Area 
Defense (THAAD) to the peninsula; delay of the 
transfer of wartime operational control (OPCON) 
from the United States to South Korea; and a 
rigorous regimen of military exercises to reinforce 

deterrence. Washington and Seoul might consider 
improved defense cooperation in areas like drone 
technology, which could be useful against North 
Korea. Regional security also requires better 
defense cooperation and information sharing 
between South Korea and Japan. As reluctant 
as the South Koreans may be to work with their 
neighbor, enhanced U.S.-Japan-Korea trilateral 
alliance cooperation is the best answer to North 
Korea’s threats and possible regime instability.
 
North Korea is not the only issue on the U.S.-
Republic of Korea (ROK) security agenda in 2015. 
Look for the two allies to complete a new civilian 
nuclear energy agreement that will form the 
basis of a new era of safe and proliferation-free 
nuclear cooperation. Washington and Seoul are 
likely to put flesh on the bones of a development 

assistance agreement 
made between the two 
Peace Corps last year 
(South Korea has the 
world’s second-largest 
Peace Corps next to 
the United States) 
and on health security 
initiatives. These types 
of projects reinforce 
the alliance’s growing 

scope not only to operate on the peninsula but 
also to provide public goods for the broader world 
community. Should the Trans-Pacific Partnership 
be completed in 2015, also look for South Korea 
to be one of the first major economies to seek 
membership in the institution. 

Despite the strong ties between ROK president 
Park Guen-hye and Chinese leader Xi Jinping, 2015 
may be a year in which we see this deepening 
relationship put to the test. North Korean 
provocations will raise expectations in Seoul that 
Beijing should act expeditiously in punishing 
the North. Meanwhile, China is likely to call in 
some chips with the ROK by lobbying against the 
introduction of THAAD to the peninsula. Neither 
“ask” is likely to be heeded by the other side, 
which will create mutual disappointment. ▶
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