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LESSONS OF THE AGREED
FRAMEWORK FOR USING

ENGAGEMENT AS A
NONPROLIFERATION TOOL

by Curtis H. Martin

By 1999 the United States had
come to a crossroads in its
nonproliferation policy to-

ward North Korea, one road leading
ahead towards greater mutual ac-
commodation, the other back to-
wards Cold War-style confrontation
and containment.1 In October 1994,
the United States and the Demo-
cratic People’s Republic of Korea
(DPRK) had seemed poised to take
the former path when they con-
cluded an agreement pledging to
freeze and eventually to end North
Korea’s nuclear weapons program.
If the North Korean regime com-
plied with the Agreed Framework,
it stood to benefit from a wide array
of political and economic benefits,
while the United States would de-
fuse a serious threat to the military
balance in Northeast Asia,
strengthen the global nonprolifera-

tion regime, and help the DPRK to
execute a “soft landing” for its
downward-spiraling economic sys-
tem. In reaching this agreement
with one of its most long-standing
enemies, the United States had ex-
ecuted a significant paradigm shift
in its negotiating strategy with re-
spect to the so-called “rogue” states:
a shift toward a greater proportion
of “carrots” to “sticks.” As Paul
Bracken observed, the Agreed
Framework was “an unusual, dan-
gerous, but potentially revolution-
ary experiment in the laboratory of
nonproliferation research.”2

Unfortunately, even under the
best of conditions the offering of
positive sanctions to adversaries to
achieve security cooperation is
likely to face considerable resis-
tance within both the offering state
and the target state. The Agreed

Framework has encountered such re-
sistance from the beginning.3  In an
anarchic international system, states
prefer to solve their security needs
unilaterally, rather than have to de-
pend on others. This can discourage
both the offering and the accepting
of carrots as a means to security co-
operation.4  Furthermore, foreign
policy elites in the offering state are
likely to be wary of the security and
political risks of “appeasement” and
“being played for a sucker.” At the
same time, their counterparts in the
recipient state are likely to be suspi-
cious of the offering state’s motives,
and fearful of selling out their sov-
ereignty.

Although there are still signifi-
cant pressures both internationally
and domestically to see that the
Agreed Framework is implemented
as is, the international and domestic
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political climate at the end of the
decade is far less hospitable to that
course than in 1994. A tangible sign
of that deteriorating support has been
the growing resort by the parties to
the agreement to what Alexander
George calls “positive linkages.”
Positive linkages occur when
“agreement in one issue-area,” in
this case North Korea’s commitment
to end its nuclear weapons program,
“is coupled with and made contin-
gent upon agreement in another is-
sue-area,” in this case the North’s
missile program and technology ex-
ports to “terrorist states,” for ex-
ample.5  Former Secretary of
Defense William Perry’s recent re-
view of US policy toward North
Korea, and efforts to explore a com-
prehensive agreement based on
positive linkages among the major
security issues, indicate a general
downgrading of the perceived util-
ity of the Agreed Framework as a
stand-alone agreement.

It is the contention here that along
with counterproductive North Ko-
rean behavior and major shifts in the
international geopolitical landscape
since 1994, the growing resort to
linkages by all the signatories of the
Agreed Framework played a major
role in diminishing prospects for
implementation. In negotiating the
Agreed Framework, the Clinton ad-
ministration had banked on what
George has called the “decompos-
ability” of US-North Korean issues.6

It did not want progress toward the
denuclearization of North Korea to
become a hostage to other issues,
and so it largely “de-linked” the
North’s performance of its nuclear
obligations from the overall rela-
tionship. As opponents of the agree-
ment have became increasingly
alarmed at the North’s general be-
havior and problems of verification,

however, they have pressed for a
“linkage” strategy that is in direct
conflict with official US policy and
is likely, based on past negotiating
experience, to provoke a negative
reaction in the DPRK.

After presenting a brief account
of the background of the Agreed
Framework and of its key provi-
sions, this article will examine and
weigh the factors that have contin-
ued to work in its favor against those
that have increasingly undermined
it since 1994. It will then conclude
with consideration of the lessons of
the Agreed Framework for the fu-
ture of cooperative nonproliferation
and other security agreements. The
case of the Agreed Framework sug-
gests that because of the strong pro-
pensity of adversaries to make
linkages, it will be difficult to pur-
sue specific nonproliferation or
arms control objectives in isolation
from broader security relationships.
It also suggests that the absence of a
clear, shared sense of priorities both
among and within the states pursu-
ing joint nonproliferation goals can
thwart reliance on positive sanctions
and engagement as strategies to in-
fluence other states’ policies.

MOVING TOWARDS
“CARROTS”: NEGOTIATING
A NUCLEAR ACCORD WITH
NORTH KOREA

Until the 1990s, US-DPRK rela-
tions were largely determined by
Cold War rivalries in Northeast Asia
and the United States’ commitments
under its security alliances with the
Republic of Korea (ROK) and Japan.
While the end of the Cold War sub-
stantially altered the geopolitical
landscape throughout most of the
world, the Korean Peninsula contin-
ued to be highly militarized, highly

unstable, and even, in the view of
some, “the last frontier of the Cold
War.”7  However, faced with the re-
alities of unraveling Soviet power
and the increasingly unfavorable
correlation of forces, the DPRK
adopted a strategy of reaching out
to its former adversaries, especially
the United States.8  North Korea’s
government acceded to the Treaty
on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear
Weapons (NPT) in 1985, and sub-
sequently undertook low-level con-
tacts with the United States and
Japan. Following the collapse of the
Soviet Union, the North entered into
two important agreements with the
South, on reconciliation and on de-
nuclearization of the peninsula, and
ratified a nuclear safeguards agree-
ment with the International Atomic
Energy Association (IAEA). Mili-
tarily ensconced in South Korea
since 1950, and now a putative
“unipole,” the United States posed
the greatest security threat to the
DPRK. At the same time, it was the
only country with both the “deep
pockets” and the “commanding
role” to provide the North with the
security and economic guarantees it
required.9  This point was driven
home by the impact of the 1997
Asian economic crisis on South Ko-
rea and Japan.

Incipient engagement was dra-
matically brought to a halt in 1993
by a lengthy and often tense dispute
over the DPRK’s refusal to allow
required IAEA “special” inspec-
tions that might have revealed that
the North possessed an undeclared
cache of bomb-grade plutonium.
The United States’ near obsession
with the prospect of a nuclear-armed
North Korea nearly led in June of
1994 to a military confrontation.
Ultimately, however, the North used
the US obsession as leverage to
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bring the United States to the bar-
gaining table. The confrontation
was defused when, pursuant to
former President Jimmy Carter’s in-
tercession, the United States aban-
doned its attempt to impose new
sanctions and instead agreed to pur-
sue the North’s proposal to swap its
nuclear weapons program for a com-
bination of economic and diplomatic
benefits. Neither the United States
nor its Asian allies were prepared to
accept the risks of war on the Ko-
rean Peninsula. That calculus has
changed little in the ensuing years.

The resulting Agreed Framework
of October 1994 addressed many of
the issues that had been on the
North’s agenda since the end of the
Cold War. It included a US pledge
not to use nuclear weapons against
the North and a pledge to create an
international consortium to provide
the North with light-water reactors
(LWRs) to replace its dual-use (and
inefficient) graphite reactors. To
compensate the North for “lost” en-
ergy production, the United States
undertook to ensure that the inter-
national consortium would provide
supplies of heavy fuel oil until the
new reactors were on line.10 Of par-
ticular importance from the North
Korean side was the promise, in Ar-
ticle II, of improved economic rela-
tions and relaxation of US
sanctions.11

For the United States, the deal’s
principal strategic importance was
in committing the DPRK to freeze,
and eventually dismantle, its capac-
ity to produce nuclear weapons. Ful-
fillment of the agreement would be
reciprocal and sequenced, and every
effort was made on the US side to
increase what Axelrod has called
“the shadow of the future.”12 Deliv-
ery of benefits to the North would

be made at a series of “checkpoints”
over several years, leading ulti-
mately to the dismantling of the
North’s nuclear facilities and the
disposing of all its spent fuel. The
nuclear components of the LWRs
would not be provided until after the
North had proven that it had

come into full compliance
with its safeguards agree-
ment with the IAEA ... in-
cluding taking all steps that
may be deemed necessary
by the IAEA … with regard
to verifying the accuracy
and completeness of the
DPRK’s initial report on all
nuclear materials in the
DPRK.13

In spite of the fact that there were
a number of other issues of concern
to the US government, the Clinton
administration generally attempted
to “decouple” the nuclear aspects of
the agreement from most of these
other issues. An important excep-
tion was the requirement that the
North would have to “engage in
North-South Dialogue” and to “con-
sistently take steps to implement the
North-South Joint Declaration on
the Denuclearization of the Korean
Peninsula.” Senator Charles Robb
(D-VA) observed rightly at the time
that the Agreed Framework sug-
gested “a fundamental shift away
from a long-standing US policy of
insuring nuclear deterrence by sanc-
tions and penalty.”14

To fulfill the pledges made in the
agreement, the administration as-
sembled an international consor-
tium called the Korean Peninsula
Economic Development Organiza-
tion (KEDO). The ability of the
United States to shift the financial
burden of the agreement to KEDO,
and to get North Korea’s subsequent
agreement to accept South Korea as
the main contractor for the LWRs,
was an essential condition of ROK

and congressional support. While
South Korea (70 percent) and Japan
(20 percent) undertook to finance
the lion’s share of the $4.6 billion
costs of the LWR project, the US
government agreed only to pay for,
or find funding for, heavy fuel oil
deliveries to the North, some
KEDO administrative costs, and
costs associated with canning the
fuel rods—amounting to roughly
one percent of the anticipated total
package costs at that time.15 To pla-
cate members of Congress even fur-
ther, the administration promised
that the US contribution would not
exceed $30 million per year and of-
fered reassurances, not subsequently
honored, that “the burden of future
[oil] shipments will be borne by the
international consortium.”16

IMPLEMENTATION: 1994-
1999

Implementation of the Agreed
Framework has followed a course of
repeated ups and downs. This re-
flects the presence of both favorable
and unfavorable factors for eventual
success of the agreement. On bal-
ance, the unfavorable factors appear
to have become the stronger ones,
but the favorable factors have so far
kept the agreement from unraveling.

Favorable Factors

US government and private
sources have continued to assert that
the Agreed Framework “appears to
have successfully capped North
Korea’s nuclear program.”17  Al-
though the IAEA had serious reser-
vations, discussed below, about the
North’s cooperation on several im-
portant issues, it expressed confi-
dence in 1998 that operations at the
five facilities specified in the
Agreed Framework had been frozen.
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Encasing and storage of the spent
fuel rods was completed, signifying
that at least the facilities covered in
the Agreed Framework could no
longer be used to produce pluto-
nium.18  North Korea opened Four-
Party talks with the South, China,
and the United States in December,
1997, on replacing the Korean Ar-
mistice with permanent peace ar-
rangements. An agreement in
September 1998 pledged continua-
tion of parallel talks, specifically,
the Four-Party talks, missile talks
with the United States, and discus-
sions of removing the DPRK from
the US official list of state sponsors
of terrorism. Joint work on repatria-
tion of the remains of US soldiers
also continued. One very serious
dispute—the status of a construction
site at Kumchangri, near
Yongbyon—appeared to have been
resolved by May 1999 after inspec-
tions revealed no current evidence
of a revived nuclear program.

Despite often-serious problems,
a number of factors have continued
to favor implementation. Among
these is momentum. The Agreed
Framework is one of the Clinton
administration’s self-proclaimed
success stories. Both the South Ko-
rean and US governments have re-
mained committed to the view that
the Agreed Framework offers “the
best and only means” of avoiding a
nuclear-armed North Korea and that
the collapse of the Agreed Frame-
work would quickly spark a new
political and military crisis on the
peninsula. Influential elites in the
United States, Japan, and South Ko-
rea continue to hold cautiously to
the assumption that North Korea’s
motives are limited and defensive,
and that its behavior can gradually
be moderated by progressively

greater regional and global interde-
pendence.19

Furthermore, the Agreed Frame-
work has developed strong constitu-
encies both within and outside the
KEDO governments. President Kim
Dae Jung’s and other ROK politi-
cians’ direct appeals to the US Con-
gress to support the Agreed
Framework and the South’s “sun-
shine policy” have made it more
awkward (though obviously not im-
possible) for congressional hard-lin-
ers to justify their opposition to
engagement. With foreign contrac-
tors standing to profit from LWR
construction, and with South Korean
business interests increasing their
presence in the North, the Agreed
Framework continues to acquire
private, as well as public sector, con-
stituencies. As Victor Gilinsky,
former commissioner on the
Nuclear Regulatory Commission,
predicted of the Agreed Framework
in 1994: “We should not imagine
that we would be able to turn it off
if the North Koreans did not keep
their promises. If history is any
guide, we would be the hostages.”20

While the DPRK has continued to
give political and budgetary prior-
ity to its armed forces, and while it
retains the capacity to act out its rhe-
torical threat to turn Seoul into a “sea
of fire,” it is the North that is in the
weaker military position.21While the
South’s forces continue to grow
stronger, the North’s continue to
grow relatively weaker.22Bracken
attests to the disintegration of both
the North’s military and its nuclear
programs.23 Many signs point to an
economy that either has collapsed
or is collapsing.24  Finally, some of
the more dire estimates suggest that,
in the midst of famine in parts of the
North, as many as two million North

Koreans may have died between
1997 and 1998.25  If anything, the
North’s increasingly desperate eco-
nomic situation convinced many of-
ficials that (a) the North had a vital
stake in continued engagement, and
(b) it was more, not less, likely to
lash out if the agreement were to
break down.

While the international system
has witnessed some dramatic devel-
opments since 1994, the fundamen-
tal conditions in Northeast Asia can
still support engagement. As an im-
poverished state without friends or
economic partners, and subject to an
ever more unfavorable regional bal-
ance, the DPRK will continue to find
“coercive deficiency” an attractive
option.26  Nuclear weapons are at
best a partial solution to these prob-
lems, though some observers con-
tinue to believe that they remain the
best available deterrent.27

A non-nuclear North Korea re-
mains a top priority of all North
Korea’s neighbors in the region as
well as the United States. The im-
primatur of all the principal actors
of the region gives the Agreed
Framework a legitimacy that no
other option enjoys. These states
continue to prefer propping up the
DPRK to the alternatives, which
they see as carrying far too many
risks.28  There is widespread under-
standing of the need to promote a
“soft landing” for North Korea, even
though it is no longer very widely
believed that the regime is at risk of
imminent collapse.

For the Chinese, the potential ef-
fect of a nuclear North Korea on the
United States, Japan, South Korea,
and Taiwan has sustained their in-
terest in seeing the Agreed Frame-
work implemented.29  On the other
hand the Treaty on Friendship, Co-
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operation and Mutual Assistance,
which China reaffirmed in 1994 to
“entice” the North Koreans to sign
the Agreed Framework, still reminds
American and South Korean offi-
cials of the potential consequences
of ignoring China’s demands for
“peaceful resolution” of the nuclear
crisis.

The South Korean Government,
particularly since the election of
Kim Dae Jung, has remained firmly
committed to engagement, although
significant rifts continue to divide
the foreign policy elite. Given South
Korea’s recent economic instability,
interaction with the North offers
potentially profitable opportunities,
while a breakdown of order on the
peninsula would impose an unbear-
able burden on the South’s re-
sources, if not embroil it in an
apocalyptic conflict. Finally, all the
major players are aware, as Paul
Bracken has observed, that “North
Korea dead will drive them apart in
unpredictable and potentially con-
flicting directions.”30

Unfavorable Factors

Despite many positive factors, by
the end of 1998 the Agreed Frame-
work had “begun to unravel.”31 Four
broad sets of largely negative fac-
tors were responsible: (1) unfavor-
able changes in the regional and
global security context, (2) contro-
versies arising over underlying as-
sumptions or over alleged flaws and
omissions in the text, (3) disputes
over compliance with specific ar-
ticles, and (4) increasing resort to
cross-issue linkages. Future at-
tempts to use positive sanctions will
need to reflect awareness of the
impact of these factors, and employ
measures to mitigate their corrosive
effects.

Changes in the Regional and
Global Security Context

In general, the strategic and po-
litical context in 1999 was even less
hospitable to engagement with North
Korea than it had been in 1994.
Events both on the Korean Penin-
sula and in more distant locales have
tended to highlight the security di-
lemma for all the parties to the
Agreed Framework. These height-
ened fears of loss of relative secu-
rity have in turn made it more
difficult to avoid unintended link-
ages between the issues addressed
in the agreement itself and the
broader security relationship. As
Joel Wit has put it, “events on the
ground are rapidly outpacing diplo-
matic efforts to deal with them.”32

Since 1994 the DPRK has contin-
ued to engage in a variety of alarm-
ing behaviors. Perhaps the most
disturbing for the United States and
its allies was the August 30, 1998,
launch of a three-stage Taepodong
missile. Its demonstrated range rep-
resented a quantum leap in North
Korea’s offensive capability and
seemed to bolster arguments that the
North must be developing an appro-
priate payload in the form of weap-
ons of mass destruction. The North
capitalized on the propaganda value
of its achievement, warning its en-
emies in a broadcast that:

We have a powerful means
of offens[e] enough to crush
the aggression forces in any
region at one stroke. Vice
marshal of the Korean
People’s Army Jon Jae Son
said that “we will take a
merciless strike on the en-
emies [sic]” position wher-
ever they may be on the
earth and make it a sea of
fire.33

DPRK statements pointedly in-
cluded Okinawa and Guam among
the Taepodong’s potential targets. In

summer 1999, intelligence suggest-
ing preparations to test an even
longer-range Taepodong-2 pro-
voked further concerns, although no
launch had occurred as of this writ-
ing. Evidence of DPRK sales of
missiles and missile technology,
which the North had long denied,
also called into question the North’s
reliability as a partner in engage-
ment.34

Missiles and missile sales were
not the only concern, however. In
1996 and again in 1998, North Ko-
rean troops made incursions into the
Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) in vio-
lation of the armistice agreement.
North Korean submarines, one as
recently as November 1998, have
intruded into ROK waters. In June
of 1999, naval vessels from the
North and South were involved in
prolonged military clashes that re-
sulted in the sinking of a North Ko-
rean vessel, and even Japan became
involved in a confrontation at sea.
At home, the regime continues to
spend 25 percent of GNP on defense,
and in 1998, it took steps to further
strengthen the role of the military.35

Compounding the effect of such
behavior, the North has repeatedly
threatened to restart its nuclear pro-
gram. Intelligence agencies have
reported suspicious underground
sites throughout the DPRK, most
prominently at Kumchangri in 1998.
The North’s weakness, while pro-
pelling it to seek outside help, also
leads it to use provocation and bel-
licosity as a survival strategy. Un-
fortunately, vulnerability may
reinforce the view of the DPRK
leadership that deliverable weapons
of mass destruction provide the best
available equalizer. It may actually
increase the North’s propensity to
view offers of aid and increased in-
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teraction as devices to speed the col-
lapse of the regime.36 Although ar-
guably defensive, North Korea’s
continued pattern of hostile actions
and threats clearly has undermined
support for engagement, and it may
even indicate that the North has it-
self lost interest in pursing it.37

South Korea’s ambivalence about
its relations with the North had from
the start been an obstacle to negoti-
ating the Agreed Framework, and
has remained so during implemen-
tation. The election of Kim Dae Jung
has tended to straighten out some-
what what Nicholas Kristoff referred
to as the ROK’s “slalom course” in
its policy towards the North. It did
not, however, eliminate the under-
lying political divisions within
South Korea that call into question
the depth of support for his “sun-
shine” policy.38  Elements of the
military and their civilian allies pre-
ferred a policy of “wind”—or mili-
tary pressure—to one of “sunshine.”
The naval clashes in June 1999 al-
lowed President Kim to demonstrate
that his policy included a tough se-
curity component as well.

In the wider Northeast Asia re-
gion, a number of adverse develop-
ments bear on the future of the
Agreed Framework. Of particular
importance are deteriorating rela-
tions between Washington and
Beijing, and, to a lesser extent,
Washington and Tokyo.39  While
China has demonstrated willingness
to work toward denuclearization in
North Korea, its long-term view of
a United States-North Korean thaw
must be ambivalent, given its rivalry
with the United States and Japan in
the region.40 Increased Chinese con-
cern for US “hegemony” and an in-
creasingly accepted view that the
United States is China’s “main en-

emy” threaten to alter its calculus of
interests and its willingness to pro-
mote US initiatives on the Korean
Peninsula. As a member of the Four-
Party Talks, China is in an especially
strong position to cause mischief.
At the same time, China remains
wary of a North Korean challenge
that could drive South Korea, Japan,
and the United States closer to-
gether and undermine China’s long-
term goal of seeing a reduced US
presence in Asia.41 The crisis in US-
China relations, especially the spy
scandal in 1999, also threatened to
create a climate in US domestic
politics that was increasingly hostile
to engagement not only with re-
spect to China, but with respect to
North Korea as well. Congressional
willingness to fund KEDO, already
reluctant and shallow, could be fur-
ther eroded.

In response to the demonstrated
reach of North Korea’s military, Ja-
pan has accelerated its force mod-
ernization, dramatically increasing
the level of sophistication and fire-
power. By doing so, however, it has
increased the level of threat felt by
all of its neighbors.42  Implementa-
tion of the new Defense Guidelines
and support for a Theater Missile
Defense (TMD), coupled with overt
signs of reviving Japanese national-
ism, provoke the DPRK’s—and oth-
ers’—worst fears of a resurgent
Japan and therefore create disincen-
tives for other powers to restrain
their arms programs.43 While North
Korea has been concerned about
growing US-Japanese security coop-
eration and the prospects for TMD,
on the other hand, it must also worry
about Japanese-American friction
and the risks of a more independent
Japan. The United States, for its part,
must take into account Japan’s

changing perspective in formulating
a joint approach toward North Ko-
rea.44  Japanese reluctance to in-
crease its share of funding for KEDO
should be seen in the light of increas-
ing resistance to what many Japa-
nese see as US efforts to dictate
policies to Japan.

Big power rivalry in Northeast
Asia is not just about North Korean
nuclear weapons. It also reflects con-
cerns about the future of Korea. The
demise of the North remains a plau-
sible, though increasingly disputed,
scenario. If the DPRK began to col-
lapse, the diplomatic game in North-
east Asia would focus less on the
North’s nuclear weapons program,
and more on the long-term status of
a united Korea. For the Chinese, this
would be a Korea in its orbit of in-
fluence; for the Japanese, a non-
threatening Korea; for the
Americans, a Korea willing to con-
tinue to defend US interests in the
Western Pacific.

Larger world events have also af-
fected the context of the Agreed
Framework in negative ways. In the
five years since the signing of the
Agreed Framework, the nonprolif-
eration regime has been jolted by
Indian and Pakistani nuclear tests
and by the unraveling of the
UNSCOM regime in Iraq. Asia’s
economy entered a period of pro-
longed instability that threatened
both Japan’s and South Korea’s
pledges to KEDO. Because of its
economic troubles, South Korea was
forced to look for alternative means
of funding. But plans to raise a spe-
cial “KEDO” tax met with stiff in-
ternal opposition. At the same time,
the ROK government pressed the
United States to assume more of the
costs of the LWR project.45 The
United States, which could not in-
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crease its contributions for domes-
tic reasons, pressed Japan to increase
its contribution to KEDO. Japan’s
own financial troubles made any
major new aid commitments un-
popular.

KEDO talks to resolve the prob-
lem dragged on for months during
1998. As a result, the DPRK gov-
ernment became “increasingly wor-
ried about differences between Seoul
and Tokyo over sharing the cost of
the reactors” and about delays in
congressional approval of US fund-
ing for fuel oil.46 It responded to
these problems by temporarily sus-
pending the canning of the fuel rods
(which was virtually completed by
that time) and resuming mainte-
nance work on the closed reactors.47

The Asian economic crisis has
affected the Framework indirectly
in yet other ways. First, it has muted
pressures inside South Korea for
unification, pressures that have been
one of the great irritants in North-
South relations. As long as the
South’s economy is in crisis or stag-
nant, and as long as the North’s
economy looks to be a potential
sinkhole, unification seems much
less urgent. President Kim publicly
declared that unification was not on
his agenda, and that his administra-
tion would be concerned with inter-
nal South Korean matters. From the
North’s perspective, Kim’s pledge
that the South does not seek to ab-
sorb the North must seem more cred-
ible than it would have two years
ago when the South was riding high.

The Indian and Pakistani nuclear
tests could affect North Korea’s cal-
culus in a number of ways. The
North has argued strenuously that it
should not be treated as an “excep-
tion” when it comes to sovereign

rights of self-defense.48 Indeed, be-
cause of Pakistan’s close relations
with the North, fears have grown that
the two countries might collaborate
in missile and warhead develop-
ment.49  President Kim Dae Jung
thought that the impact would be no
more than “psychological.”50 But
other sources speculated that North
Korea’s missile launch in August
1998 had been encouraged by the
United States’ weak response to the
nuclear tests.51

The failure of US intelligence to
warn of the nuclear tests had impor-
tant implications for US efforts to
verify North Korean compliance
with its nonproliferation obliga-
tions. At the very least the failure to
foresee these tests strengthened the
conviction of US congressional
skeptics that “what we don’t know
about the North” was a serious ob-
stacle to continuing engagement. It
is also possible that increased vigi-
lance by US intelligence in the wake
of the nuclear tests contributed to
their zeal to report on North Korea’s
suspect activities at Kumchangri.

Ongoing crises in Iraq and Yugo-
slavia have also framed the context
of United States-North Korean rela-
tions. Certainly the West has seen
each of these confrontations as a test
of credibility with important secu-
rity consequences outside the re-
spective regions. North Korea had
hoped that a stalemate in Kosovo
would weaken the United States and
compel it to make concessions fa-
vorable to the North. On the other
hand, the successful NATO cam-
paign reportedly convinced the
North Koreans that the United States
was prepared to attack the DPRK.52

This may make the DPRK somewhat
less willing to prolong brinks-
manship behavior in future disputes.

The Structure and Language of the
Agreement

Many subsequent problems of
implementation were connected ei-
ther to the basic assumptions under-
lying the agreement, or to alleged
flaws and omissions in the text.
While there has continued to be sup-
port in the administration and Con-
gress for the optimistic view of
North Korea’s intentions and per-
formance, another view is that the
Agreed Framework is fatally flawed.
In the eyes of critics, the Agreed
Framework was “a high risk
gamble,” “appeasement,” and “buy-
ing off the bad guys.” Members of
Congress decried “using taxpayer
dollars to provide economic assis-
tance to North Korea—a country re-
sponsible for a major war.”53One of
the most serious criticisms of the
Agreed Framework was that it
seemed to encourage the very behav-
iors it purported to control. Accord-
ing to a former member of the
Nuclear Regulatory Commission,
the worst aspect of the agreement
was that it “left the United States
subject to continued blackmail” by
North Korea.54  Certainly North
Korea’s repeated insistence upon
cash or food aid in exchange for at-
tending meetings or complying with
other US demands have lent cre-
dence to this fear.

An even greater concern has been
that other would-be proliferators, ob-
serving the largesse shown to the
DPRK, could blackmail the United
States by initiating, or seeming to
initiate, weapons of mass destruction
programs of their own to use as
bargaining chips.55 It is too soon to
say how widespread such a practice
might become. For skeptics, how-
ever, beefed-up military deterrence,
acceleration of the arms race, and



Curtis H. Martin

The Nonproliferation Review/Fall 199942

if necessary, military preemption
would be better ways to deal with
North Korea than negotiation or re-
wards.56

When it came to the text itself,
generality and ambiguity, while
helping to make agreement possible
and allowing all sides some needed
wiggle room, inevitably invited dis-
putes over implementation. These
disputes will occur even among al-
lies, but they are likely to be more
intense where the overall relation is
hostile and lacks a track record on
which to base a modicum of trust.
In neglecting to clarify what steps
constituted “improved relations” or
exactly when the parties were
obliged to take them, in failing to
clarify precisely how fuel oil ship-
ments to North Korea would be paid
for, and in neglecting to address vi-
tal questions with respect to how and
when the record of North Korea’s
“nuclear past” was to be verified, the
Agreed Framework invited discord.

The lengthy time-frame for imple-
mentation was designed in part to
facilitate confidence-building.
However, in many ways it has had
the opposite effect. The decision to
back-load many of the agreement’s
major rewards meant that gratifica-
tion would be delayed for both sides.
Such an arrangement actually en-
couraged impatience and suspicion,
as delays called into question
whether the anticipated payoffs
would ever come. The shadow of the
future seemed too nebulous to en-
courage cooperation. As negotiated,
the agreement failed to foresee ma-
jor bottlenecks that were almost cer-
tain to push the completion date
back by as much as several years.
For example, the IAEA’s final in-
spections concerning the DPRK’s
nuclear declaration have alone been

estimated to require as much as two
years.57 Furthermore, as will be dis-
cussed below, the long time-frame
for implementation subjected the
Agreed Framework to unexpected
and destabilizing events not always
directly linked to the issues ad-
dressed explicitly in the agreement.

Diffusion of responsibility inher-
ent in the KEDO coalition may have
brought important benefits, but it
undercut implementation as well.
The Agreed Framework was signed
by the United States and the DPRK
alone, even though Japan and South
Korea were to pay most of the costs.
The United States had responsibil-
ity but not control. This situation
meant that South Korean or Japanese
actions over which the United States
might have little influence could
constrain US diplomacy, or even
sabotage the agreement. North Ko-
rea was able to capitalize upon
President Kim Dae Jung’s call in
June 1998 for an end to US sanc-
tions to threaten resumption of its
nuclear program and continued mis-
sile exports if the United States did
not quickly end sanctions.58

Again in 1998, Japan brought
implementation to a halt by suspend-
ing its contributions to KEDO fol-
lowing North Korea’s missile launch
over Japan. All it took to bring the
process to a halt was for any one of
the four KEDO principals to impose
a moratorium on its cooperation.
The differential perceptions and
stakes of each member were bound
to create friction among the trio of
United States-Japan-South Korea as
well as between them and North
Korea. This danger was illustrated
by the strained US-South Korea re-
lations that followed the 1996 intru-
sion by a North Korean submarine
into South Korea’s coastal region.

A second aspect of the divided
authority problem was a simple
consequence of separation of pow-
ers under the US Constitution. Even
while relying on executive author-
ity to conclude the Framework
Agreement, the president would be
dependent on congressional good
will—a slender reed for President
Clinton—to proceed with important
aspects of implementation. This was
not just a problem of funding fuel
oil deliveries. More important was
the fact that significant aspects of
the US pledge in Article II to “move
toward full normalization of politi-
cal and economic relations” were be-
yond the control of the president.
Most sanctions in force against
North Korea, such as the Trading
With the Enemy Act, were embed-
ded in the law of the land. Only Con-
gress could lift them.

While there have been many criti-
cisms of the Agreed Framework as
naïve or too generous, it has also
been argued that the agreement was
too narrowly conceived. This was
the essential import of President
Kim Dae Jung’s call in 1998 for a
“package deal” in which the United
States would normalize diplomatic
ties and ease sanctions in return for
the North’s agreement to forgo both
nuclear weapons and missile threats.
Andrew Mack and many others have
proposed similar deals that would
carefully specify the quid pro quos
for concessions covering a wide
range of issues.59

Conflicts over Compliance

The United States and its allies
have concerns focusing on three is-
sues: first, North Korea’s lack of
cooperation in preserving the evi-
dence that would eventually be re-
quired to verify its 1992 declaration
on its holdings of plutonium; second,
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the continued fear that the North had
never fully halted, or might restart,
its nuclear program; and third, North
Korea’s failure to “consistently take
steps to implement the North-South
Joint Declaration on the Denuclear-
ization of the Korean Peninsula” and
to “engage in North-South dia-
logue.”

The first compliance issue con-
cerned the North’s level of coopera-
tion with the IAEA in discharging
its verification procedures. The
IAEA conceded that the North’s
position was “consistent with the
time-frames established in the
Agreed Framework.” It warned,
however, that, “unless the parties
reach an early agreement on obtain-
ing information about North
Korea’s nuclear program and on the
measures required to preserve it,
any future possibility of verifying
North Korea’s nuclear statement
might be lost.” The North’s unwill-
ingness to accept IAEA recommen-
dations with respect to discharging
its five-megawatt reactor in 1994,
its unwillingness to allow environ-
mental “swipe” samples, and its re-
fusal to allow the IAEA to “ensure
that North Korea is not removing or
altering the composition of the waste
at the reprocessing facility,” have all
compromised the ability of the
IAEA to verify the correctness and
completeness of the North’s 1992
declaration on its holdings of
nuclear materials.60

The second compliance issue of
concern to the United States and its
allies was whether the North retained
undetected capacity to restart its
nuclear program at sites other than
the reactors and reprocessing facili-
ties directly covered in the agree-
ment. Congress explicitly linked
continued KEDO funding to a presi-

dential finding that “North Korea is
not actively pursuing the acquisition
or development of a nuclear capa-
bility other than the light-water re-
actors provided for by the 1994
Agreed Framework between the
United States and North Korea.”61

The IAEA had complained that
the North had not been cooperative
about identifying and locating
nuclear reactor components outside
sites specified in the agreement.62

Even administration officials had
privately acknowledged that by 1994
the North already had enough plu-
tonium for one or two bombs, and
some sources strongly hinted that
North Korea had “at least one other
suspected nuclear site” not covered
by the Agreed Framework.63  The
most serious controversy over
North Korea’s compliance in this
regard arose in 1998 with the possi-
bility that it was constructing a new
facility of undetermined purpose at
Kumchangri. There was even evi-
dence that the administration was
preparing to consider preemptive
military action if the North failed to
cooperate with efforts to inspect the
facility.64 The resolution of the dis-
pute over Kumchangri in May of
1999 averted a certain breakdown of
the Agreed Framework.

The third compliance issue was
the absence of progress in North-
South dialogue, to which US sup-
port for the Agreed Framework was
linked. The administration made
clear its understanding that, “with-
out cooperation between North and
South...the Framework will eventu-
ally break down.”65 While dialogue
was a sine qua non for both the ROK
and the United States, the “dialogue”
clause was bound to meet resistance
from the North, which still hoped to
use the Agreed Framework as a

wedge to divide the ROK and the
United States.66 Repeatedly, nego-
tiations broke down or were strained
over North-South issues, such as the
clash in the West Sea in 1999. Nu-
merous sense of the Congress reso-
lutions and appropriations bills
linked US fulfillment of the terms
of the Agreed Framework to “sig-
nificant progress toward implemen-
tation of the North-South Joint
Declaration.”

Many of the opponents of engage-
ment have continued to hold impor-
tant leadership positions on key
committees responsible for imple-
mentation of the Agreed Frame-
work, while at the same time the
State Department’s Korea team has
undergone major personnel shifts.
These congressional opponents of
engagement have been the principal
sponsors of legislation monitoring
implementation and funding of the
Agreed Framework. Foreign policy,
including relations with North Ko-
rea, has become increasingly parti-
san since 1994, but it is important to
note that skepticism of the Agreed
Framework has been bipartisan.
Democrats have been cosponsors of
several Agreed Framework-related
bills and amendments, and the con-
gressional delegation to North Ko-
rea in 1998 was bipartisan. A divided
US intelligence community, some
members of which strongly oppose
the administration’s policies, has
also weakened the engagement
policy since its inception.67 Despite
reassurance by Robert Gallucci that
the DPRK had undertaken not to
build a new enrichment facility,
General James Clapper of the DIA
has testified that the North would
“continue its nuclear weapons pro-
gram despite any agreement it signs
to the contrary.”68



Curtis H. Martin

The Nonproliferation Review/Fall 199944

From 1994 through 1999, Con-
gress has used its power of the purse
to force delays in fuel deliveries to
the North. Due to congressional re-
luctance to fund KEDO fully, and
the unwillingness of other states to
make up the difference, KEDO had
run up debts as high as $50 million
by 1998. Congress’s actions were
spurred by the North’s provocative
behavior and fears that fuel oil was
being diverted to military purposes,
but the funding issue at times be-
came hostage to “unintended link-
ages,” such as the 1996 budget battle
and government shutdown.

Up to 1998, congressionally man-
dated conditions on KEDO aid had
always allowed the president a na-
tional security waiver to use repro-
grammed funds to help cover KEDO
expenses. The North Korea Security
Enhancement Act, introduced by
House International Relations Com-
mittee Chair Benjamin Gilman (R-
NY) in May of 1999, would have
removed the president’s national
security waiver, giving Congress un-
challenged control of KEDO fund-
ing. At the same time Congress was
attempting to squeeze the purse
strings, domestic politics in both Ja-
pan and South Korea, Asia’s finan-
cial crisis, and a series of North
Korean provocations undermined
those countries’ willingness and
ability to meet, let alone increase,
their financial obligations to KEDO.

While the United States and its
allies worried about the DPRK’s
compliance, the DPRK government
had its own concerns as well. From
the North Korean side, concerns
over implementation have focused
on delays in KEDO deliveries of
fuel oil, progress in construction of
the LWRs, and the failure of the US
government to “move towards full

normalization of political and eco-
nomic relations” as specified in Ar-
ticle II. North Korea has made clear
that it considers US funding delays
a potential “agreement breaker.”69 In
1998, North Korean diplomats re-
peated to former US Ambassador
Donald Gregg their continuing dis-
pleasure over delays in fuel deliver-
ies and the disappointingly slow
pace of improvement in relations
with Washington.70

Issue Linkages

As noted, the Clinton administra-
tion had hoped to treat the freezing
and dismantling of North Korea’s
nuclear weapons program in isola-
tion from other security and politi-
cal issues. For a variety of reasons
both domestic and diplomatic, link-
age strategies in the past had
achieved only a spotty record of
success.71 Accordingly, the admin-
istration largely eschewed using the
nuclear issue as a “lever” on  issues
such as accounting for MIAs, sup-
port for terrorism, chemical and bio-
logical weapons, political and
economic reform, or the North’s
long-range missile program and
missile exports.72  It held to the view
that the Agreed Framework might
lead the way to progress on these
other fronts, but it would not be held
hostage to it.73

Persuaded that North Korea’s
compliance (itself problematic)
with the denuclearization obliga-
tions could not stand apart from its
overall behavior, congressional
leaders increasingly pressed for
“positive linkages” between KEDO
funding and North Korean good be-
havior on the full range of outstand-
ing issues, not just North-South
dialogue. While North Korea might
have frozen its nuclear program,
the Defense Department reported in

1996 that the North maintained both
a chemical and biological warfare
capability.74 More alarming in the
short run was North Korea’s devel-
opment and export of missiles and
missile technology. Congressional
legislation linked support to a num-
ber of issues that were not within the
scope of the agreement: reducing
DPRK conventional forces along
the Demilitarized Zone, and
“prohibiting...deployment of an in-
termediate range ballistic missile
system” and export of weapons of
mass destruction or their technology
and components. Such conditions
were intended, as Foreign Affairs
Committee Chair Douglas Bereuter
(R-NE) said, to “keep their feet to
the fire,” but by the end of 1998,
they increasingly portended the pos-
sibility of a funding cutoff.75

After the North’s violations of the
DMZ in 1996, the Senate considered
an amendment to the foreign opera-
tions appropriations bill that would
have held up additional funds for
KEDO until the Secretary of State
had certified “that North Korea has
not violated the military armistice
agreement of 1953 during the pre-
ceding nine months.” In 1998, the
US government imposed new sanc-
tions on North Korea following
Pakistan’s test of a missile thought
to have been supplied by North
Korea. Despite the start of Four-
Party talks in April, the North’s con-
tinued bellicosity confirmed critics’
belief that the North’s participation
in such talks was purely tactical and
intended to buy time. A submarine
incident in June 1998, immediately
following President Kim’s visit to
the United States, abruptly undercut
his appeal to the United States to end
sanctions against North Korea. “In
light of these incidents,” said Sena-
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tor Frank Murkowski (R-AK), “I
don’t know how we could possibly
consider easing sanctions against
North Korea.”76 North Korea may
have had legitimate reasons to pro-
test delays in implementing the
Agreed Framework, and it did suc-
ceed in getting the United States
government to reiterate its commit-
ments in September 1998, but the net
effect of the North’s actions was to
inflict grave damage on the engage-
ment process.

Aside from the question of the
North’s compliance with specific
terms of the agreement, the issue that
threatened to do the most damage to
the Agreed Framework was North
Korea’s long-range missile pro-
gram. The Department of Defense
had confirmed that the North had a
“broad based missile industry.”77

The conclusion by the Rumsfeld
Commission that North Korea was
far closer to developing an effective
long-range missile than had previ-
ously been believed was pointedly
validated by the North’s test flight
of the Taepodong over Japan at the
end of August 1998. A second test,
which the North was preparing for
the following year, would almost
certainly have led to the collapse of
the Agreed Framework, whatever
the preference of the Clinton admin-
istration.

North Korea’s export of missile
components was well known even
before North Korea publicly admit-
ted to them in 1998. In the spring of
1997, the US government imposed
new sanctions on North Korea un-
der the Arms Export Control Act
after a Pakistani missile launch was
linked to North Korea. Following the
dramatic events of August 1998,
Congress tied KEDO funding to
presidential certification that North

Korea was not providing ballistic
missile technology to any “terrorist
government.” In the case of the mis-
sile issue, however, the administra-
tion joined Congress in making its
own linkages. US officials linked
removal of sanctions to progress in
the Four-Party talks and “changes in
North Korean attitudes on the other
issues of concern, including the mis-
sile area.”78 The official government
position had thus moved some fur-
ther distance away from its original
“de-linkage” strategy.

It did not help the Agreed Frame-
work that after 1995 the issue of
funding for KEDO became en-
tangled with the issue of humanitar-
ian aid that arose as a consequence
of North Korea’s famine. There is a
sense in which the famine worked
in favor of implementation. Because
of the severity of North Korea’s cri-
sis, the outside world “was ineluc-
tably drawn to subsidizing the
Northern system.”79 By 1995, North
Korea was benefiting not only from
the nuclear Agreed Framework, but
from substantial humanitarian assis-
tance as well. After holding back on
humanitarian assistance at first, the
US government had by 1999 con-
tributed more than $100 million in
food aid for the North to the World
Food Program (compared to some
$80 million for fuel oil and $49 mil-
lion for canning the fuel rods).

Despite public assertions to the
contrary, the administration does
appear to have used food aid as an
incentive. A major pledge of aid was
made at the time the North agreed
to attend a preliminary meeting of
the Four-Party talks, and the US
government delivered a major ship-
ment of food on the eve of its first
inspection of the suspected nuclear
site in May 1999. The DPRK was

presumably ambivalent about re-
ceiving foreign assistance that un-
dermined its claims to “Juche”
(self-reliance). As the North found
itself in a “tightening vice,” how-
ever, it was forced to meet the de-
mands of its donors and KEDO
partners.80

While having some positive ef-
fects, food aid only served to stiffen
congressional resistance to funding
for KEDO. Critics of the adminis-
tration believed that “American
food aid has become a bribe for
North Korea to attend meetings that
create the impression US diplomacy
is working.”81  Furthermore, the
magnitude of total US aid to the
North (it was the leading aid recipi-
ent in Asia in 1998) undermined the
argument made in 1994 that the bulk
of North Korea’s rewards were not
to be realized until it had com-
pleted its Framework obligations.
Congress pressed the administration
to take all precautions against po-
tential diversion or hoarding of food
deliveries and to ensure verification.

In the best of circumstances, it is
difficult to sustain a de-linkage
strategy in view of the tendency in
adversarial relationships to view
specific negotiations in the context
of the overall relationship.82 In the
absence of strong presidential lead-
ership and intergovernmental disci-
pline, it is even more difficult.83 Like
President Carter, whose perceived
weakness in facing the Soviet chal-
lenge defeated his attempts to de-
link SALT II from other issues,
President Clinton’s perceived weak-
ness in security affairs has seriously
undercut his own de-linkage strat-
egy.84  The difficulty of sustaining
the “de-coupling” of disparate is-
sues eventually persuaded the Clin-
ton administration in 1999 to meet
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the linkage issue head on and to seek
a grand bargain with the North Ko-
reans and the other states of North-
east Asia, incorporating many of the
issues formerly “peripheral” to the
Agreed Framework.

It was not the US government
alone that attempted to link fulfill-
ment of the Agreed Framework to
performance on other fronts. From
the beginning, North Korea at-
tempted to link the nuclear issues
covered in the agreement with the
issues of replacing the 1953 armi-
stice with a new peace arrangement
and arranging the withdrawal of US
forces from Korea.85 This helps to
explain the North’s unilateral with-
drawal from the Military Armistice
Commission, its repeated intrusions
into the DMZ, and its impatience,
shown in a variety of ways, with the
slow pace of improvement in bilat-
eral US-DPRK relations.

South Korea had first invoked
linkages when it suspended all co-
operation with KEDO following the
submarine incident in the fall of
1996. Subsequent intrusions, while
they did not lead the South to imple-
ment suspensions, fanned domestic
pressure on the new Kim govern-
ment to do so.

Of all the major members of
KEDO, Japan had been the least
likely to link the Agreed Framework
to other issues. This changed in
1998, with the launch of the
Taepodong missile over Japanese
territory. The Japanese response
was unusually sharp. The govern-
ment immediately suspended its
work on the LWR project, delayed
announcement of a recently negoti-
ated agreement to increase its con-
tribution to KEDO to $1 billion as
requested by the United States and
South Korea, and cut off food aid.

“If a Taepodong missile is launched
again,” said Keizo Takemi, “it will
be very difficult for the Japanese
government to carry out the KEDO
process.”86 Though no further tests
had been conducted through August
of 1999, US intelligence revealed in
June that the North was preparing
its launch site. Even the fear of such
an event, let alone its realization,
threatened to undermine the Agreed
Framework.

CONCLUSIONS

Many of the conditions that
brought about the Agreed Frame-
work in 1994 continue to exert pres-
sure towards compliance on all
sides. The North continues to face a
deteriorating correlation of forces,
and its failed economy would appear
to increase its need for foreign eco-
nomic assistance. At the same time,
KEDO members’ fear of war on the
one hand, and of North Korea’s col-
lapse on the other, have inhibited
consideration of a return to a strat-
egy of strength. On the political side,
the current governments of the
United States, Japan, and South
Korea continue to have a political
stake in the viability of the Agreed
Framework, while private sector
constituencies have emerged in the
form of contractors and businesses
that stand to gain from implementa-
tion.

On balance, however, the forces
working to undermine the agreement
have been gathering strength and
have all but rendered it a dead let-
ter. From the point of view of the
United States, ROK, and Japan, it is
North Korea’s behavior that has
posed the greatest threat to the
Agreed Framework. Time and again,
the North has exhibited behaviors
that have called into question its

commitment to engagement and led
to suspicions that it may even be
preparing a strategic breakout. These
behaviors, while they have often
gained short-term concessions, have
contributed to delays in implemen-
tation and have strengthened the
hand of opponents. Changes in geo-
political realities outside the Korean
Peninsula since 1994 also threaten
the Agreed Framework by altering
how the concerned states calculate
how the Agreed Framework contrib-
utes to or undermines their interests.

While the text of the Agreed
Framework was tailored to facilitate
implementation on the North Ko-
rean side, its fabric was laced with
loopholes and omissions that have
led to chronic problems. Ambiguity
left wide latitude for differing inter-
pretations, while a long time-frame
for implementation rendered the
agreement vulnerable to events “on
the ground” in Korea and elsewhere.
More important, the core objective
of denuclearizing North Korea was
inherently a verification nightmare.
Even if the DPRK’s cooperation at
all the sites named in the agreement
could have been verified, the con-
tinued reports of a possible secret
and parallel complex of nuclear
weapons-related sites challenges
the core assumptions of the Agreed
Framework. Settlement of the dam-
aging dispute over the caves at
Kumchangri was insufficient to dis-
pel widespread fears of North
Korea’s intentions, and as the expe-
rience with Iraq had previously
shown, an opaque society can be
quite successful at concealing its
nuclear weapons program.

To make North Korean compli-
ance more likely, the Clinton ad-
ministration deliberately sought to
“decouple” the North’s nuclear
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weapons program from other politi-
cal and security issues. It soon
found, however, that it could not
keep these “cross-issue” linkages at
bay. Congress increasingly sought
to re-couple the North’s implemen-
tation of the Agreed Framework to
its performance in other issue areas
such as missile development, arms
exports, and observance of the Ar-
mistice. With respect to linkage,
Congress and the administration
have been increasingly working at
cross-purposes.

Eventually however, the admin-
istration appears to have concluded
that the Agreed Framework could
no longer survive as a stand-alone
agreement. Pressed by Congress’s
growing disenchantment and its in-
dependent initiatives and by South
Korean calls for lifting sanctions,
the administration concluded that to
save the goals of the Agreed Frame-
work, it would have to make explicit
many of the linkages that it had for-
merly eschewed. Reports suggest
that former Defense Secretary
Perry’s long-anticipated report on
US policy toward the DPRK recom-
mend the adoption of just such a
strategy. Thus, the administration
announced it would ease sanctions
so long as North Korea reciprocates
with restraint on other issues such
as missile exports.87

It is not clear, however, that such
a policy shift can succeed. The
DPRK, fearful for its military secu-
rity and political survival, obsessed
by perceived threats to its ideologi-
cal purity, and increasingly doubt-
ful of US motives, would have to be
convinced that any scheme proposed
by Mr. Perry was not merely a
bundle of new “poison carrots”
aimed at undermining the regime.

Even if such a proposal were ini-
tially acceptable to the North, con-
gressional leaders would have to be
convinced that any expanded en-
gagement would not be just bigger
and more expensive “appeasement.”
Congress’s price for accepting a
comprehensive deal just might be
“more sticks,” which the North
would resist. If in the end critics are
correct that the North was never sin-
cere about “opening up” to the out-
side world, and if they are correct
that it sought only time to fortify it-
self with weapons of mass destruc-
tion, it is hard to imagine what carrot
would revise the North’s calcula-
tions and still be acceptable to South
Korea, Japan, and the United States.

What lessons can be drawn from
the experience to date of the Agreed
Framework? Many aspects of the
security situation in Northeast Asia
are unique—the divided Korean
Peninsula and the close proximity
of three rival great powers, among
other things. Great caution is there-
fore in order in attempting to apply
either positive or negative lessons to
attempts to promote nonprolifera-
tion in other rogue states. However,
in a world in which the high cost of
using force acts as a deterrent to its
use and the effectiveness of sanc-
tions has increasingly been called
into question, the use of incentives
as an influence strategy will continue
to receive consideration. For such
strategies to be implemented suc-
cessfully, they will have to over-
come many of the obstacles that are
illustrated by the Agreed Frame-
work and the small number of other
cases where engagement has been
used to achieve cooperative security
objectives among adversaries.

First, the experience with the
Agreed Framework illustrates that

distrust is a powerful force. It is in-
herently difficult to defend giving
rewards to states whose overall be-
havior continues to pose a security
threat. Both the DPRK and the ROK
(together with its allies) continue to
feel threatened by the military might
and the perceived intentions of the
other. As long as policymakers act
on the assumptions of the security
dilemma, they will resist policies
that appear to strengthen adversar-
ies. Ironically, the recipient state
may also oppose the proffered incen-
tives out of fear that they represent
an attempt at subversion. This fear
will appear to be validated when, for
political reasons, the offering coun-
try has to “sell” the offering of re-
wards to domestic audiences
precisely as such an attempt.

Second, while diplomatic consid-
erations may press toward de-link-
age, domestic political consider-
ations may press toward increasing
linkage. Although de-linkage, pro-
longed implementation, and confi-
dence-building may be desirable
means of breaking out of the secu-
rity dilemma, they are difficult to
sustain in the face of domestic pres-
sures to restrain the adversary’s
overall behavior. It is difficult to
sell  the argument that an
adversary’s “partial” restraint (espe-
cially if even that cannot be verified)
justifies giving it rewards, if its gen-
eral behavior continues to present a
threat. Unless the whole relationship
can be transformed, it will be politi-
cally difficult to isolate specific ar-
eas of security cooperation from
domestic attack.

Where such a transformation can-
not be demonstrated to have taken
place, Congress can and will create
linkages to other aspects of the state-
to-state relationship. It will do this



Curtis H. Martin

The Nonproliferation Review/Fall 199948

despite an administration’s best ef-
forts to keep implementation out of
the hands of the legislative branch.
Nixon, Ford, and Carter all found
their de-linkage strategies toward
the USSR undermined by Congress,
and Clinton has gone down the same
path with respect to North Korea.
While such linkages may satisfy
domestic critics, they are likely to
decrease the chances of compliance
by the target state.

Third, the shadow of the future
can be overwhelmed by the glare of
the present. The rush of world events
can shift the geopolitical balance in
such a way that carefully constructed
diplomatic arrangements lose their
appeal. A great risk of prolonged
implementation is that so much can
go wrong, not just with meeting
timetables and clarifying “viola-
tions,” but with the wider relation-
ship among the principals.
Unforeseen events may create unin-
tended linkages, and as noted above,
these in turn may be transformed
into explicit linkages. For this rea-
son, agreements in which payoffs
are exchanged over a prolonged pe-
riod, or deliberately postponed to the
future, will be increasingly subject
to external shocks. Support for eco-
nomic sanctions can be sustained
over a relatively long period of time
because the sanctioning state often
perceives them to carry minimal
costs. Support for positive sanctions,
on the other hand, will be likely to
erode over time as their costs mount.
However, the gains of an accelerated
timetable for implementing positive
sanctions will have to be weighed
against lost opportunities gradually
to build confidence.

Fourth, pressures for burden shar-
ing in the United States have in re-
cent years become politically

irresistible. Congress insists on such
arrangements whether it is for mili-
tary intervention or diplomatic so-
lutions. However, reliance upon a
coalition of states to decrease do-
mestic resistance to the costs of posi-
tive sanctions will have its own
drawbacks. Such agreements will
become a hostage to the domestic
politics and conflicting interests of
each of the coalition partners. From
the perspective of the United States,
such burden-sharing arrangements
surrender a measure of diplomatic
control in exchange for greater do-
mestic legitimacy.

Fifth, because they are normally
held in suspicion, engagement strat-
egies may require a high degree of
domestic consensus. Where there is
a lack of a clear, shared set of pri-
orities, centrifugal political forces
are likely to undermine the careful
balancing act that is required. A di-
vided administration or high levels
of executive-congressional discord
will make it especially difficult to
sustain either positive incentives or
de-linkage. The case of the Agreed
Framework confirms expectations
that the absence of a clear, common
sense of priorities both among and
within the states pursuing joint non-
proliferation goals will thwart reli-
ance on engagement to achieve
limited arms control or nonprolif-
eration goals with adversaries.

In the final analysis, the Agreed
Framework did not bring enough
verifiable benefits soon enough, and
of sufficient value, to forestall the
inevitable corrosive effects of mis-
trust, domestic divisions, chronic
crises of implementation, and a
changing geopolitical environment.
Future efforts to employ engage-
ment strategies to achieve specific
agreements on nonproliferation or

arms control will have to address the
problems encountered in attempting
to persuade the DPRK to give up the
potential benefits of weapons of
mass destruction and the means of
delivering them.
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