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Containing
North Korea

By Harry J. Kazianis

specter is haunting Washing-
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with North Korea. The idea

that the Trump administration
should endorse a mi]itar}' solution—and
a full-blown war if necessary—rto degrade
or destroy North Koreas nuclear-weapons
program is acquiring a new prominence.
Advocates of war argue thart the time o hit
North Korea is now. They say that time is
running out, and that Pyongyang will soon
pfrfﬂ:l‘. its a]:li!il:}* to attack America. Their
contention is that America can knock out
North Koreas nuclear program with some
“shock and awe"—style bolt from the blue.
Finally, they say that a war “over there”
would be better than the death of innocent
Americans “over here.”

Such thinking is redolent of the Iraq War,
Just as the war in Iraq evaded the predic-
tion that it would be a “cakewalk,” so a
conflict over North Korea would likely issue
in a calamity. There is no widespread pub-
lic support, as a recent Wmﬂhrgfﬂn Past—
ABC News poll indicates, for a preemptive
American strike on North Korea: 67 per-
cent of Americans say Washington should
act only if North Korea attacks it or our
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allies first. Before Washington experiences
a fresh spasm of war fever on the Poromac,
its imperative to examine just why a con-
flict with North Korea is inimical to Amer-
icas national interest. For the notion thar
America can “totally destroy” North Korea,
as President Trump put it, with impunity
is not quite persuasive. The result could
even be a wider conflict, one that draws in
great powers such as Russia and China that
would seck to defend whar they perceive as
their own national interests.

Today, we live an age where America’s
greatest strategic advantage—mwo big
oceans that protect us from the great geo-
political struggles in Europe and Asia,
both past and present—is no longer the
strategic safery blanket it once was, thanks
to modern missile technology. Put simply,
while the American military is the most
destructive force ever devised in human
history, such a force cannot guarantee that
Washington will eliminate every single
North Korean nuclear weapon. Nor can
we ensure that if Pyongyang retaliates,
potentially with whatever nuclear weapons
we miss, thar our missile defenses can keep
us safe. Quire the contrary.

The truth is that a war with North Korea
could be nothing like the First Gulf War,
Yugoslavia, Kosovo, Afghanistan, the Sec-
ond Gulf War or Libya. Such a conflict
could be an epic struggle in which millions
ol people, on the Korcan Peninsula, in
Japan and even in the continental Unired
States, could perish. The best path forward
is to practice the foreign-policy doctrine
that ended the Cold War peacefully: con-
tainment. Containment, rather than open
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Before Washington experiences a fresh spasm of war fever on
the Potomac, it’s imperative to examine just why a conflict with

North Korea is inimical to America’s national interest.

conflict or outright appeasement, is not a
panacea, bur under the circumstances it is
the best of the options that Washington
CaAn Pursuc. As during IZI'I'C {:.Uld. Wﬂl‘, d
patient and vigilant straregy can wait out
a hostile regime in the expectation thar
it will eventually crumble. A look ar the
possible outcomes of a nuclear conflict
shows why it is more prudent to adopt this
approach than to strike first.

hen we consider the possibility
of a military operation against
North Korea, it is helpful to

take a step back and consider from Pyong-
yangs perspective how it might respond.
North Korean leader Kim Jong-un may
not wish to counter such a strike by using
the full range of his military options, fear-
ing such an attack could unleash his worst
fear: regime change.

This is where U.S. military planners
begin to get nervous, as North Korea—
even despite having an army thar looks
more like it was outfitted in the 19505—
has many ways to keep us guessing militar-
ily. Kim could oprt for less conventional
means to instill fear and panic, artacking
in an asymmetric manner that would be
hard to counter.

For example, Kim could order an arrack
on South Korea’s vast civilian nuclear in-
frastructure, unleashing deadly plumes of
radioactive fallout. Seoul operates rwenty-
four nuclear power plants that could all
come under various forms of North Ko-
rean attack, though they are relatively far

from the North. With many of these facili-
ries lumped together, Pyongyang could fire

a salvo of missiles at these plants, crearing
an immediate humanirtarian crisis.

The North Koreans could also use their
spec[al forces. They could infilcrate the
South from existing tunnels to launch ter-
ror attacks against such facilities. If North
KD[’EH were o df!l’rﬂ}" :IIJE[ a I:_CW rcac-
tors, a disaster eclipsing Chernobyl could
occur, killing tens of thousands and leav-
ing millions of acres of South Korea an
uninhabitable wasteland for generations.

he above example is just one of the
most basic ways in which North

Korea could respond asymmetri-
cally. If we broaden our consideration of
what a total war would look like, we find
ﬂl.'I.I'EEI\"-E‘E- staring i.l'l[l} El'lf ﬂl.lflt'ﬂ.l' ﬂb}"ﬁ.

Several years ago, I took part in a series
of computer-based war games ar a repu-
table think tank in Washington to examine
what might happen if North Korea and
America en
the course of a few days, we simulated three
SCENArios o EIPIU‘I’E Whﬂ.[ d Wdr Wi.tl'l Nﬂ‘nh
Korea would look like, focusing on nuclear-
weapons use, and conducting one full war
per day in a fast-paced exercise.

The first of these exercises—a small nu-
clear war, if such a thing exists—imagined a
conflict in coming decades, in which North
Korea launches conventional weapons in
a surprise attack on U.S. and allied forces
on the Korean Peninsula, responding to re-
ports that America is considering building
up its military might in northeast Asia for a
possible atrack and regime-change operartion.

Kim starts this Second Korean War with
an artillery strike on Seoul while firing

in a nuclear conflict. Over
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hundreds of small- and medium-range
missiles on rargers all over northeast Asia,
U.S. and allied forces counterartack, fo-
cusing mostly on Kim’s weapons of mass
destruction, wiping out whart they think is
all of them.

Allied forces then move their way up the
Korean Peninsula. Bur Kim, even with his
forces battered and bloody, hid four nuclear
weapons deep underground. He makes the
ultimare decision: to launch a nuclear strike
on Seoul and Tokyo. While the allies go on
to win the war, Kim's nuclear arracks—wirh
one warhead each making it past allied mis-
sile defenses, detonating in each city—re-
sult in over one million people dead and
millions more wounded.

From here it gets even worse. As though
the above wasn't bad enough, we pressed
forward into a second scenario that begins
with North Korea starting a conflict using
nuclear weapons in a sort of atomic Pearl
Harbor. In this exercise, we assume thar
U.S. forces are building up in the Asia-
Pacific in preparation for a possible regime-
change invasion of the North, responding
to a demand from the international com-
munity for Pyongyang to give up its nuclear
weapons. Sound familiar?

But Kim Jong-un is no fool. He knows
that once U.S. forces are in place, they will
try to take out his weapons of mass destruc-
tion, first from the air and then moving
across the thirty-eighth parallel. Kim rakes a
gamble, and decides that his only course of
action is to strike first with his most power-
ful of weapons. Kim, in what thankfully was
just a war game, launches nuclear attacks on
Scoul, Pusan, Inchcon, Tokyo, Sendai and
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Nagoya, with one nuclear weapon hitting
each city. Over two million people perish in
the atomic fire before Kim is defeared.

The last war game, however, was the
most shocking of them all. We assumed
a similar scenario, with allied forces pre-
paring for a possible invasion, bur this
time Kim decides to launch a preemp-
tive attack on the U.S. homeland—to take
as many people to the grave with him as
possible, a goal the North Koreans have
declared in the past. In this last war game,
North Korea arracks the ciries in the sec-
ond scenario with atomic weapons, bur
also launches successful nuclear strikes on
Los Angeles, San Francisco, Seattle and
Portland. We were shocked ro discover
that the combined body count, across Asia
and America, came to over three million
people—before America’s nuclear counter-
attack, which would add millions maore.
After North Korea retaliates with every
weapon it has, launching more nuclear at-
tacks along with chemical- and bioclogical-
weapons strikes, eight million people have
lost their lives.

hat is to be done? There are
five potential pathways to mit-
igating the North Korea chal-

lenge. None involve a unilateral military
strike; rather, they all embrace the idea
that containing Pyongyang is our best and
only option.

First, the Trump administration needs
to be honest with itself and the problem
it faces. There is no room for thinking we
have more time to “stop” North Korea from
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missiles, a line constantly repeated by ex-
perts across the political spectrum. The
truth is that Pyongyang already has them.

Second, we need o embrace a financial-
containment strategy—Ilimiting the amount
of illegal money going into Pyongyang’s
atomic and missile programs—as the only
way to slow and porentially hale any further
advances of North Korea's missile programs.
We should insist that all nine un Security
Council resolutions are not only followed to
the letter of international law, bur strength-
ened every time North Korea tests another
missile or nuclear weapon,

Third, U.S. and allied joint milicary ca-
pabilities in northeast Asia need 1o be sig-
nificantly strengthened, considering the
threat they face rogether. That means allied
missile defenses need to be shored up in
South Korea and Japan, as well as in the
Unired Stares.

Fourth, whatever policies Washingron
pursues, it needs to take into consider-
ation the interests of other great powers—
especially China and Russia, rwo narions
that have the power to block or negarte
any of America’s strategies either at the
United Nations or around the globe. The
United States must be frank with Moscow
and Beijing thart its intent is not regime
change, but the containment and manage-
ment of a situation that also impacts their
vital national interests. Washingron should
welcome any realistic diplomatic propos-
als they could put forward to mitigate the
risks of a nuclear North Korea—especially
from China, considering the potential in-
fluence it wields over North Korea and
the prospect of Beijing advancing dialogue
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with Pyongyang. Unfortunately, the dual-
freeze proposal first advanced by China
would lock in North Korea's gains and
require unreciprocated sacrifices from
Washingron and Seoul.

And lastly, while ar the moment there
is lictle possibility for direct U.5.-North
Korea ralks—Pyongyang currently holds
three Americans captive, and has litde in-
centive to negoriate before it feels fully
confident in its nuclear arsenal—some sort
of direct negotiation, even if all that comes
of it is the establishment of a communi-
cation channel, would be of grear help.
The United States and Soviet Union at
the heighr of the Cold War enjoyed di-
rect communication through their embas-
sies. Washington and Pyongyang, in the
event of a crisis, have no rapid means to
communicate their unfiltered intentions,

One way to begin such talks could be a
negotiation for the creation of interests sec-
tions in both nations, similar to what Amer-
ica and Cuba had during their decades-long
estrangement. This would provide a way
to communicate directly, bur also begin to
build some sorc of trust between the two
sides. While both sides may fail in their
quest to extract concessions from one an-
other, something of immense value would
be achieved—a potential pathway our of
a war that could be started by accident or
through misperception. This is an our-
come that the Trump administration should
embrace, not dismiss.
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