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Between 6:31AM to 6:41 AM on Sunday, March 2, North Korea fired off two short-range 

ballistic missiles (SRBMs) from the western port city of Nampo into the East Sea. A few hours 

after the Scud-Cs landed into the sea, the U.S. and the ROK began their annual joint military 

exercises Key Resolve (March 2 – 13) and Foal Eagle (March 2 – April 24). It is hardly 

coincidence that a North Korean provocation took place on the same day the exercises began.  

  

History shows that North Korea tends to respond to these exercises – which they denounce 

yearly as a rehearsal for an invasion of the North – not only with rhetoric, but also with kinetic 

provocations. It is almost axiomatic that North Korea will conduct some form of provocation in 

response to U.S.-ROK military exercises but the nature of the causal relationship between 

exercises and provocations is unclear. 

  

From a cursory look, it seems that the U.S.-ROK military exercises always lead to negative 

North Korean responses, worsening relationships, and increased tension in the peninsula. Typical 

DPRK propaganda charges that ‘the U.S. is to blame for increasing tension in the region by 

staging provocative exercises every year’. Is this really the case? Do exercises ‘cause’ North 

Korean provocations? Or are North Korean provocations driven by internal factors? Are there 

periods of exercises in which the North has not provoked?  

  

In order to understand the impact of annual U.S.-ROK military exercises on the overall U.S.-

DPRK relationship, we undertook an empirical study looking at the relationship between 

exercises and North Korean provocations for the past decade.i 
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It's Not That Bad: U.S.-ROK military exercises do not impact diplomatic relations between 

the U.S. and the DPRK. 

The past ten years of annual U.S.-ROK military exercises (RSOI/Key Resolve/Foal Eagle) 

demonstrate a rough correlation with the state of U.S.-DPRK diplomacy prior to the exercises. If 

the relationship was coded positively prior to the exercises, it remains positive after the exercises 

rather than turning negative, despite what North Korean rhetoric might suggest. For example, in 

2007 and 2008 the progress of Six-Party Talks was largely unaffected by the exercises and the 

process of denuclearization continued to move forward culminating in the demolition of 

Yongbyun cooling tower in June 2008. On the other hand, if relations were coded negative prior 

to the exercises, the exercises tend to reinforce the negative relations both in rhetoric and 

possible provocations.  The U.S.-ROK military exercises thus are not game changers in the 

overall U.S.-DPRK diplomatic relationship, and Pyongyang will not risk jeopardizing ongoing 

deals simply due to the annual staging exercises. The pattern holds true for all years in this study 

with the exception of 2012.ii 

 

Split Personality: The DPRK can compartmentalize its reactions to U.S.-ROK military 

exercises. 

Results from our study show that Pyongyang has the ability to compartmentalize its reactions to 

military exercises with Washington and Seoul.  2005 and 2006 showed that although the military 

exercises worsened bilateral relations between Washington and Pyongyang, they did not 

exacerbate Pyongyang’s relations with Seoul. Why not? Inter-Korean relations were on a 

positive track during the Roh Moo-hyun administration, and even though Pyongyang rhetorically 

attacked the exercises, the overall status of relations remained positive throughout the Roh years. 

Pyongyang thus demonstrates a capacity to insulate positive inter-Korean relations from 

belligerence against the U.S. during the exercises. 

 

All Politics are Local: Domestic ROK politics plays a role in shaping DPRK responses, 

irrespective of U.S.-ROK joint military exercises. 

2008 looks like an anomaly because positively-coded inter-Korean relations turned sharply 

negative after the U.S.-ROK military exercises. This outcome is not a function of the exercises 

but of ROK domestic politics. The drastic shift in North Korean behavior correlates with the 

election of Lee Myung-bak and the end of the Roh administration. Inter-Korea relations 

remained amicable prior to Lee’s inauguration on February 25, which was immediately followed 

by annual U.S.-ROK military exercise from March 2 to 7 that year. Pyongyang’s strong 

responses were targeted at the new administration rather than a reaction to exercises.  

 

Length Matters: The duration of the U.S.-ROK military exercises matters. 

As U.S.-ROK military exercises have grown longer in duration (12 days, the first time before it 

became a multi-week exercise),iii the window widens for DPRK kinetic responses. From 2009, 

North Korea began conducting small scale provocative actions during the military exercise 

period (refer to table 5), which was largely absent before (2005 to 2008).iv Provocations in the 

years prior to 2009 tended to fall in the months after the exercises, but after the exercises were 

expanded, provocations tended to be grouped before and during the exercises. 

 

 

 



 

 

Listen Carefully: DPRK’s verbal responses are a good indicator of possible provocative 

actions during the exercises. 

From the analysis of official statements and news media articles referring to U.S.-ROK military 

exercises for the last ten years, Pyongyang’s verbal responses gravitate largely within a band, 

ranging from "hostile" to "benign."v "Hostile legitimation” rhetoric frames the exercises as 

manifesting U.S. intentions for a preemptive attack against the regime.  "Benign" rhetoric threads 

together vague warnings with propaganda messages touting the Korean People’s Army (KPA)’s 

capabilities. There were a few years (2009, 2010, 2013 and 2014) when Pyongyang's rhetoric 

extended beyond this band, issuing a large volume of statements against the exercises. When the 

rhetoric moved outside the band, we see small-scale provocations during the exercise period.vi 

Looking at the past ten years of DPRK verbal responses tells us that although Pyongyang’s 

rhetoric rarely predicts major provocations (long-range missile launches, nuclear tests) it can be a 

useful indicator for small-scale provocations taking place during the course of the exercises. 
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i Prior to 1968, the exercises were called “Counterblow” and “Strong Shield” and led by the U.S. Far East Command (1950-1957) 

and the United Nations Command (1958-1978). In 1968, UNC re-calibrated the exercises to include upgraded war game 

simulations and changed the name to “Focus Lens.” With the establishment of ROK-U.S. Combined Forces Command (CFC) in 

1978, the exercises expanded in size and scale. The computerized simulation part of the exercise was renamed to Ulchi Focus 

Lens (UFL) and a new exercise “Team Spirit” was introduced. Team Spirit was a large scale force-on-force operation and 

continued to increase in size until the end of 1980s with more than 200,000 U.S. and ROK troops in participation. From 1991 to 

1994 Team Spirit exercises were cancelled intermittently in conjuncture with U.S.-DPRK nuclear negotiations. In 1994 Team 

Spirit was replaced by “Reception, Staging, Onward Movement, and Integration” (RSOI) and “Foal Eagle” (FE) with decreased 

scale and RSOI and FE were conducted until 2007. In 2008, RSOI was replaced by “Key Resolve” (KR) and the combination of 

Key Resolve and Foal Eagle continues until today. 
ii This was the year when a strong push by both sides led to the Leap Day agreement on February 29 and created a reservoir of 

good will before the exercises. Using the correlation in this study, the diplomatic relationship between the U.S. and DPRK 

should’ve maintained the positive status quo. However, analysis show that the relationship turned negative after the exercise. We 

can attribute this asymmetry to North Korea’s unique domestic political situation that year. 2012 was Kim Jong-un’s first year in 

power and his first U.S.-ROK military exercise. More importantly for the myth and legitimacy of the regime, it was also the 

centennial of his grandfather Kim Il-sung’s birth. It might not be a coincidence therefore that two days before the anniversary, 

Kim Jong-un celebrated his election to the chairmanship of the powerful National Defense Commission with the launch of the 

satellite/missile Kwangmyongsong-3. Two days later he paraded six new road-mobile intercontinental ballistic missiles, 

designated the KN-08 to the world during his grandfather’s anniversary parade. These actions effectively crushed any hopes for 

salvaging the Leap Day deal. 
iii From 2010 to 2015, the U.S.-ROK military exercises lasted an average of 8 weeks. 
iv These small scale actions included heightened rhetoric, the closing of the Kaesong Industrial Complex, and cutting of South-

North military hotlines. 
v Materials used in rhetoric analysis include official statements (DPRK Foreign Ministry Spokesperson statement, Korea People’s 

Army (KPA) Commander in Chief Spokesperson statement, KPA Panmunjom Mission Spokesperson statement) and news 

articles (Rodong Shinmun, Minju Joson, KCNA Commentaries). 
vi See Table 2 in the attached reference charts for quotes and more detailed analysis of verbal responses. 


