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Minister of Unification, Republic of Korea
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November 20, 2013 / 9:40-10:20
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Orchid Room (2F), The Westin Chosun, Seoul
Ryoo Kihl-jae, Minister of Unification of the Republic of Korea, delivered the keynote speech for the Korea Global Forum 2013. Minister Ryoo began by noting that Northeast Asia has undergone unprecedented economic growth which has laid the foundation for a network of active interdependencies. Yet the situation in the region is also escalating over territorial issues and historical disputes. Moreover, North Korea’s third nuclear test makes its nuclear weapons no longer an issue limited to Northeast Asia, but an international threat.
In this context, the Park Geun-hye administration has been pursuing the “Korean Peninsula Trust-building Process.” Minister Ryoo noted that Korea first needs to establish a solid foundation with the ultimate goal of achieving peaceful unification. This can be achieved by making sure North Korea clear understands South Korea’s positions and is able to predict its responses. Minister Ryoo suggested that trust can start to be built on small projects and initiatives while maintaining an open door for dialogue and exchange. The Park administration is prepared to continue humanitarian assistance to vulnerable groups inside North Korea such as pregnant women and children. Another important initiative that the administration proposed is the establishment of a DMZ Peace Park.
On the North Korean nuclear issue, Minister Ryoo emphasized that the administration would continue to pursue dialogue while signaling that if North Korea makes the right choice, it will expand cooperation as outlined in its “Vision Korea” project. In addition, he noted that there is a need to support the integration of the North Korean economy into the international financial system. The administration does not want the collapse of North Korea, but rather unification pursued in a peaceful manner.
Minister Ryoo concluded by noting that unification would entrench a permanent peace in Northeast Asia and open up a range of economic opportunities as well as facilitate closer regional integration. North Korea’s economic development could help create a new economic area encompassing the two Koreas, Northeastern China, Russia, and Siberia known as “Eurasia.” In addition, a new “Silk Road Express” could connect Korean rail to the Siberian railway.
After his keynote speech, Minister Ryoo took some questions from the audience. Bong Youngshik, Director of the Center for Foreign Policy at the Asan Institute for Policy Studies, asked what the most outstanding achievement of the Park administration’s policy towards North Korea had been so far. Minister Ryoo replied that having only been inaugurated 10 months ago, there was still much to be done. While the administration had been firm and focused in its approach to North Korea, there was a need to translate good policies into good outcomes and results.
Wang Yizhou, Associate Dean of the School of International Studies (SIS) and Professor of international politics and Chinese foreign affairs at Peking University, next asked how China’s new leadership could play a bigger role in facilitating unification and denuclearization on the Korean peninsula. Minister Ryoo noted that South Korea and China both needed to work together to change the framework of the structure of North Korea’s interests by continuing to exercise pressure while cooperating on dialogue.
Vasily Mikheev, Vice President of IMEMO at the Russian Academy of Sciences, asked how we could be sure that North Korea actually wants unification. Minister Ryoo responded that from a historical and cultural perspective, returning Korea to its pre-1945 state as one nation was important. But this unification could take multiple facets and that sustained effort was more important. 


