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Summary
Lee Kang-Woo, Director General at the Ministry of Unification and current head of the Task Force for the DMZ Peace Park, began session 3, titled “DMZ World Peace Park,” by briefly introducing the proposal. First outlined during President Park Geun-hye’s visit to the United States in May 2013, the announcement of the park comes on the 60th anniversary of the setting of the DMZ and a desire to turn a symbol of war and division into a park for peace. Mr. Lee emphasized that the park would seek to include other parties to the original Korean War Armistice, such as the US, China, and the United Nations in managing the park to avoid the unilateral actions that North Korea has done in the past. To be funded through the Inter-Korean cooperation fund, Mr. Lee noted that North Korean agreement was crucial to making the park possible. 

John Everard, former UK Ambassador to North Korea, next spoke about how different groups within North Korea are “not going to be overwhelmed with enthusiasm” about the proposal. Amb. Everard noted that the military would likely oppose the park in the same way it had opposed the creation of the Kaesong Industrial Complex, which they viewed as a hole in their defensive line. In addition, the Worker’s Party would also fear losing control of their population. Amb. Everard quoted the text of the Ministry of Unification’s proposal which aims for the park to have the “capacity to welcome people from both parts of the Korean Peninsula and the world at large to ensure their free entry.” He asked how the regime would respond to allowing the free entry and exit of North Koreans, who could possibly flee to the South. Finally, Amb. Everard raised the question of whether South Korea’s proposal could be seen in the North as yet “another thing the South wants from it” and would thus want something in exchange for its cooperation.
Michishita Narushige, Associate professor and the director of the Security and International Studies Program at the National Graduate Institute for Policy Studies, raised several questions about the park, from technical issues to broader goals. First, Dr. Michishita asked how much South Korea was budgeting for the project. Second, what impact it would have on South Korea’s local government’s development plans. Third, what the criteria were for candidate sites along the DMZ. Fourth, what would be the tradeoff between security and public access since sites would also be corridors for military planning. Fifth, how it would deal with possible defectors and refugees, and sixth, how it would relate to prospects for a lasting peace agreement that would have ramifications for constitutional and international law. Mr. Lee answered that the park would not necessitate adopting a peace agreement between the two Koreas, though this is something that North Korea has proposed. Instead, the goal would be to entrench a peace regime on the Korean peninsula whereas a peace agreement would only be possible with the end of military hostilities.
Next, Scott Snyder, Senior fellow for Korea Studies and the director of the program on U.S.-Korea Policy at the Council on Foreign Relations, raised three questions about the park. First, Mr. Snyder cited previous examples of an environmental approach to the DMZ that go back almost 20 years with efforts to try and establish an environmental preserve. Similarly, the dividing line between the two Germanys also features green belts and parkland that has been left unspoiled as part of removal of demarcation. What is new about the park proposal is that it represents the first time that a government has adopted it in any particular form. Secondly, Mr. Snyder suggested that by building upon functional cooperation as part of the Park administration’s “Korean Peninsula Trust-Building Process,” the proposal “could be a fresh start for the inter-Korean relationship.” If it could build political and military trust in particular, he noted it would be an important achievement. Ultimately, however, Mr. Snyder also expressed skepticism about whether North Korea would accept the proposal.
Brendan Taylor, Head of the Strategic and Defence Studies Centre at the Australian National University, next identified a number of problems with President Park’s ‘DMZ World Peace Park’ proposal which, if not openly acknowledged and addressed, will diminish its prospects for success. These problems include the internationalization of the proposal, the lack of real financial incentives for Pyongyang, and the problem of trusting North Korea to honor the agreements it makes. However, Dr. Taylor pointed out that South Korea can still benefit in at least two ways from continuing to persevere with it. On the one hand, proposals such as the DMZ World Peace Park proposal can serve as a buffer in deflecting Pyongyang’s aggression away from South Korea and towards other targets. Added to this, it opens up an additional channel or ‘bridge’ for dialogue between North and South Korea. This is important because, ultimately, influencing the policies of another country requires some form of communication with the government of that country.
The final speaker for the session was Zhu Feng, Professor at the School of International Studies and deputy director of the Center for International and Strategic Studies at Peking University. Prof. Zhu also raised doubts about whether the park could succeed with North Korea, particularly without the provision of economic incentives. Second, he noted that there was an inherent tension between the policy initiation of “Korean Peninsula Trust-Building Process” and denuclearization that appeared to be playing out within the Park administration. Finally, he urged caution at being overly optimistic about the proposal at this stage.
During the discussions, Mr. Lee responded to some of the session panelist’s questions. First, on the question of North Korea’s position and attitude towards the proposal, he noted that in 2005, the two Koreas were connected by a railway through the DMZ. At the time, there was considerable skepticism but the case is indicative that while we “shouldn’t be overly optimistic, there were no grounds for being overly pessimistic.” Second, on the subject of international involvement in the project, he noted that past efforts had suffered due to North Korean unilateralism and that by including outside powers such as China, there would be stronger pressure. Third, when asked about the rough estimates for the proposal, Mr. Lee offered a tentative figure of 250 billion Korean won, though emphasized that it was still under review. 

Fourth, on the subject of defectors crossing the park into South Korea, Mr. Lee noted that both sides would be required to adhere to certain security operational plans and possibly even the involvement of a third party to prevent incidents. Fifth, on parallels between the peace park proposal and past efforts, he noted that it would not be directly related to ecological preservation or a development project around the communities but would be a peace project. In concluding, he noted that the proposal would become a test for how strong or weak trust is between the two Koreas.


