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Summary

John Ikenberry, Albert G. Milbank Professor of Politics and International Affairs at Princeton University, began session 1, titled “Inter-Korean Relations in the Evolving Global Context,” by calling for greater imagination among Northeast Asia’s key powers about how to keep the region stable. Prof. Ikenberry noted that security relations have become more uncertain, unstable, difficult, and challenging in recent years. The North Korean nuclear crisis is neither a contained or stable crisis and is triggering a “vibration effect” across the region while the Six-Party Talks appear unlikely to resume anytime soon. 

In addition, governments appear unable to contain rising nationalism and political antagonisms, including territorial disputes. He noted that Japan is struggling to find its identity in a region where China has surpassed it economically and militarily and that there is a lack of imagination about how Japan can get out of its current dilemma. Finally, the overall regional power transition away from the partial hegemonic order of American leadership to one increasingly defined by balance of power logic is increasing uncertainties. 

Prof. Ikenberry called for a tightening of sanctions on North Korea accompanied by more dialogue as the only way to move forward. Similarly, the US and China need to fashion a region where nuclear weapons are downgraded in importance by engaging in dialogues such as the Nuclear Security Summit and the P5 process. Small steps such as greater transparency, clearing stockpiles, joining arms control treaties are essential. He concluded by saying that all of these efforts must serve to reduce risks for miscalculation while taking risks on pressuring North Korea to make a dramatic transition.
Wang Yizhou, Associate Dean of the School of International Studies (SIS) and Professor of international politics and Chinese foreign affairs at Peking University, discussed two important trends unfolding: the global context and its impact on the Korean peninsula, and the foreign policy outlook of the new Chinese leadership. On the global context, Prof. Wang noted two distinct features that would shape developments on the Korean peninsula. The first the transition from the Cold War to a post-Cold War mindset was recasting the relationships among key actors. As different powers have begun to coordinate with each other, he noted that China is in transition from viewing North Korea as a “blood ally” to a normal neighbor. In contrast, its relations with South Korea have grown much closer. Second, the economic rise of East Asia is increasing the overall weight of the region, with China expected to account for nearly a fifth of the global economy by 2020 and Northeast Asia as a whole to account for a third.

Next, Prof. Wang suggested that China’s new leaders are more globally ambitious than their predecessors, with a keen interest in stabilizing not only their own country, but their neighborhood. Their active participation in the Six-Party Talks, creation of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization and signing of a peace treaty with ASEAN are all experiments in trying to provide more public goods across the region. To allow this to happen, Prof. Wang noted that China will want to maintain good relations with the US. On Chinese views of Korean unification, Prof. Wang concluded that unification must be a long-term process that may even span decades. As with China’s relations with Taiwan, he said there was no rush to unification but instead a focus on mediation and cooperation over time.
During the discussions, Hahm Chaibong, President of the Asan Institute for Policy Studies, asked both of the speakers why certain multilateral mechanisms had worked while others such as the Six-Party Talks had not. Prof. Ikenberry noted that the international community was unlikely to immediately resolve the nuclear threat, but still needed to be planting seeds of security cooperation. In addition, sanctions can only be credible if they are backed by assurances. Prof. Wang replied that there were diverse attitudes towards the Six-Party Talks inside China, with some seeing it as a strategic burden while others saw it as an important platform for China to take more responsibility. He also added that part of the challenge is that the US had not been clear with North Korea about what it is prepared to offer in exchange for denuclearization. 

Prof. Ikenberry next emphasized that South Korea and the US needed to paint a picture of a unified Korea that is an attractive outcome for China. To do so, they need to discuss what assurances would be acceptable to China. On the issue of security assurances, Dr. Hahm suggested that the US-Iran nuclear negotiations raised the question of what forms of security arrangements North Korea was seeking. Prof. Wang noted that unlike Iran, North Korea had the backing of China and so could seek assurances from China in exchange for denuclearization.
During the question and answer session, Vasily Mikheev, Vice President of IMEMO at the Russian Academy of Sciences, asked what the main restrictions on South Korea-China cooperation vis-à-vis North Korea were. John Everard, former UK Ambassador to North Korea, stated that North Korea has explicitly said on numerous occasions that it will never give up its nuclear weapons. Scott Snyder, Senior fellow for Korea Studies and the director of the program on U.S.-Korea Policy at the Council on Foreign Relations, asked how China would respond if there was, in fact, no peaceful pathway to denuclearization
On the question of South Korea-China cooperation, Prof. Wang cited the Lee Myung-bak administration’s approach to North Korea and Chinese suspicions that some in South Korea retained a Cold War mindset had limited cooperation. On the issue of North Korean attitudes towards nuclear weapons, he responded that in discussions with Chinese officials, North Korean officials nonetheless continued to leave space for dialogue.
Togo Kazuhiko, Professor and Director of the Institute for World Affairs at Kyoto Sangyo University, next asked about how the outside world could guarantee the survival of the North Korean regime as an incentive for change. Prof. Ikenberry noted that any reform in North Korea needed to originate from the North Koreans as a form of self-preservation. To do so, more aggressive sanctions were also needed. In contrast, Prof. Wang cited how family members often pursued policies different to their predecessors, and that aggressive sanctions were not necessarily the solution. Dr. Hahm concluded by questioning whether Kim Jong-un actually had a clear strategy for regime survival which he could ask others to guarantee. 
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