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Pyongyang’s “Brushback Pitch”. Discontinue
Nuclear War Drills directed against North Korea
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North Korea has just delivered a brushback pitch, warning the United States and South
Korea that inclusion of nuclear assets like the B-52s in joint military exercises—not the
exercises themselves—is inconsistent with President Trump’s pledge at President Moon’s
urging to move toward peace in Korea. And peace is a critical part of Pyongyang’s aim in its
diplomatic give-and-take with Washington and Seoul.  That’s why US and South Korean
military authorities were right to cancel the B-52 flights.

Washington  resumed  B-52  flights  after  a  long  hiatus  after  Pyongyang  conducted  its  first
nuclear test in 2006. When North Korea suspended nuclear and missile testing, it expected
the United States  and South Korea to  exclude nuclear  assets  from their  joint  military
exercises on the Korean Peninsula.

That was the crux of Kim Jong Un’s 2018 New Year’s Day address, calling on the South to
“discontinue  all  the  nuclear  war  drills  they  stage  with  outside  forces.”  The  Party
newspaper Rodong Sinmun confirmed that interpretation ten days later,

“If the South Korean authorities really want detente and peace, they should
first  stop  all  the  efforts  to  bringing  in  U.S.  nuclear  equipment  and  conducts
exercise  for  nuclear  warfare  with  foreign  forces.”

To the North, the resumption of B-52 flights now were a sign that President Trump may be
tempted to heed the advice of John Bolton and other hardliners to confront Kim Jong Un at
the summit with an ultimatum to disarm or else in the mistaken belief that brandishing
sanctions and threatening war  gives Washington leverage.  But  Kim retains far  greater
leverage by resuming nuclear and missile tests and making more weapons.

Washington believes that pressure brought Kim to the negotiating table. Yet Pyongyang
signaled its current course more than three years ago in informal contacts, long before
tougher  sanctions  took  effect.  US  demands  that  Pyongyang  suspend  nuclear  and  missile
tests  as  a  precondition  to  talks  without  getting  anything  in  return  had  only  delayed
diplomatic give-and-take for five years, enabling it to add to its nuclear capacity and boost
its bargaining leverage in the meantime. Trump, by dropping those preconditions, opened
the way to the summit, evidence that honey works better than vinegar.

Kim is not about to commit to denuclearize completely, Trump’s ultimate goal, without a
reciprocal  commitment from Trump to end enmity and move to peace in Korea.  Such
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reciprocal pledges will serve as the basis of a Trump-Kim summit communique, as Secretary
of State Mike Pompeo hinted after his last meeting with Kim.

An end to US enmity has been the Kims’ aim for thirty years. Throughout the Cold War, Kim
Jong  Un‘s  grandfather,  Kim  Il  Sung,  had  played  China  off  against  the  Soviet  Union  to
maintain his freedom of maneuver. In 1988, anticipating the Soviet Union’s collapse, he
reached  out  to  reconcile  with  the  United  States,  South  Korea  and  Japan  to  serve  as
counterweights to China. The North’s need only intensified as China’s power grew.

From Pyongyang’s vantage point, that aim was the basis of the 1994 Agreed Framework,
which committed Washington to “move toward full normalization of political and economic
relations,” or, in plain English, end enmity. That was also the essence of the September
2005 Six Party Joint Statement which bound Washington and Pyongyang to “respect each
other’s sovereignty, exist peacefully together, and take steps to normalize their relations
subject to their respective bilateral policies” as well as to “negotiate a permanent peace
regime on the Korean Peninsula.”

For Washington, the point of these agreements was the end of Pyongyang’s nuclear and
missile programs—with some success. For nearly a decade under the Agreed Framework,
when the North had no nuclear weapons, it  shuttered its production of fissile material  and
conducted just two test-launches of medium and longer-range missiles. It did so again from
2007  to  2009.  Both  agreements  collapsed,  however,  when  Washington  did  little  to
implement its commitment to reconcile and Pyongyang reneged on denuclearization.

On Wednesday, Vice Foreign Minister Kim Gye Gwan (image on the right) made it clear that
reconciliation, not aid or investment, remains Pyongyang’s aim:

“We have already stated  our  intention  for  denuclearization  of  the  Korean
peninsula  and  made  clear  on  several  occasions  that  precondition  for
denuclearization  is  to  put  an  end to  anti-DPRK hostile  policy  and nuclear
threats and blackmail of the United States.”

He concluded,

“If the Trump administration takes an approach to the DPRK-U.S. summit with
sincerity for improved DPRK-U.S. relations, it will receive a deserved response
from  us.  However,  i f  the  U.S.  is  trying  to  drive  us  into  a  corner
to force our unilateral nuclear abandonment, we will no longer be interested in
such dialogue and cannot but reconsider our proceeding to the DPRK-U.S.
summit.”
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His denunciation of the Libya model prompted the White House to deny it had that model in
mind.

Trump and Kim both want a successful summit. Whether Kim means to keep his pledge to
disarm is idle speculation. Sustained diplomatic give-and-take with concrete proposals for
reciprocal steps is the only way to find out.
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