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On 13 June 2002, two 14-year old girls were killed on their way to a birthday party when 
they were run over by a U.S. armored vehicle. Ambassador Thomas Hubbard and Lt. Gen. 
Daniel R. Zanini, commander of the Eighth U.S. Army, both apologized for the incident, 
but the U.S. handling of the case did not satisfy those seeking a trial in a South Korean 
court and revisions in the Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA) between the two 
countries.7 On 10 July, the Ministry of Justice asked U.S. Forces Korea to waive its right 
to prosecute the soldiers for being accused of committing crimes while on duty, but the 
request was denied.8 The two soldiers were later arraigned and tried in a U.S. court 
martial, but were acquitted of negligent homicide charges.9 The two soldiers left Korea 
for the United States on 27 November.10       
 
While Lee Hoe Ch’ang was perceived to be close to the Bush administration, Roh Moo 
Hyun had never visited the United States.11 Roh declined to visit the United States during 
the campaign, insisting he had no specific reasons to go. Many U.S. government officials 
misunderstood Roh’s failure to visit the United States as a sign of “anti-Americanism,” 
but Korean voters interpreted Roh’s refusal to visit and stated desire to revise the SOFA 
as evidence of leadership qualities that could put the bilateral relationship on a more 
equal basis.       
 
During the campaign, Roh and Lee both embraced some form of détente or cooperation 
with Pyongyang. However, Lee Hoe Ch’ang and the GNP were very critical of Kim Dae 
Jung’s “sunshine policy,” and the GNP demanded “strict reciprocity” from Pyongyang. 
In his acceptance speech after receiving the GNP nomination, Lee said he “would help 
North Korea on one hand and try to bring it out to a road to reform, opening, and peaceful 
coexistence.” Lee also said he “would demand that North Korea keep promises and that 
South Korean food [aid] go to the mouths of the North Korean people [and not the 
military].” Lee promised a “sharp increase in humanitarian aid.”12 
 
Roh Moo Hyun was prepared to expand cooperation with North Korea even more than 
Kim Dae Jung. The South Korean president has almost exclusive authority for dealing 
with Pyongyang, but the president still faces constraints from the international system 
and from domestic political forces. Therefore, Roh and Lee’s approaches to Pyongyang 
would probably be closer than most people might expect, although Lee almost certainly 
would have taken a harder line. Regarding North Korea’s nuclear program, Roh believed 
that pressure alone could backfire, and that the problem could be resolved peacefully 
through dialogue and persuasion. Lee agreed that the nuclear issue had to be resolved 
peacefully through dialogue, but caused a stir during a televised debate in December 
when he declared that North Korea already possesses nuclear weapons.13 U.S. 
intelligence officials had estimated that North Korea probably possessed one or two 
nuclear weapons, but Lee’s statement suggested that he was resolved to implement a 
hard-line containment strategy against North Korea even though he presented no 
compelling evidence to indicate that Pyongyang had become a nuclear power.    
 
Following his victory in a close election on 19 December 2002, Roh Moo Hyun began 
efforts to put concerns over the future of Seoul’s bilateral relationship with Washington 
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to rest. The day after the election, Roh spoke with George W. Bush by telephone and met 
with U.S. Ambassador Thomas Hubbard.14 After these discussions, a spokesman for Roh 
stressed that the new president would strengthen the bilateral alliance with the United 
States.15 In January 2003, Roh visited General Leon J. LaPorte, U.S. Forces Korea 
commander, and other senior military officers at the U.S. Army Yongsan Garrison in 
Seoul. Roh reiterated the importance of the bilateral security relationship and said he 
would never accept North Korea’s development of nuclear weapons.16 He repeated the 
same message at the American Chamber of Commerce in Seoul and said there were 
misunderstandings over anti-Americanism in South Korea. Roh explained that most 
citizens were seeking a more mature bilateral relationship and a revision of the SOFA 
agreement.17   
 
Roh’s Inauguration and the North Korean Nuclear Crisis 
 
Roh did not have the luxury of easing into his job as president. North Korea tested a 
surface-to-ship cruise missile the day before his inauguration, 18 and restarted its 5MW(e) 
nuclear reactor in Y"ngby"n-kun a day or two later.19 Roh responded quickly by asking 
his staff to confirm the status of the reactor, and by implementing a broad diplomatic 
initiative to deal with the crisis.  
 
While in Seoul for Roh’s inauguration on 25 February, Secretary of State Colin Powell 
asked Roh to support the U.S. position of dealing with Pyongyang multilaterally, and Roh 
reportedly told Powell, “I understand what you are saying regarding a multilateral 
approach. I agree.”20 Although Powell claimed he had gained Roh’s full support for the 
American multilateral strategy, the Roh government’s policy is more complex than 
simply falling behind the U.S. position.     
 
Roh has labeled his policy towards Pyongyang as “the policy for peace and prosperity,” 
based on the following principles: dialogue; trust and reciprocity; international 
cooperation based upon Korean initiatives; public participation; and supra-partisan 
cooperation.21 In regard to North Korea’s nuclear program, the Roh government has 
stressed that Pyongyang’s acquisition of nuclear weapons is unacceptable, but that the 
problem must be resolved through peaceful dialogue.  
 
The Roh government’s first step towards addressing the North Korean nuclear problem 
was to promote close trilateral cooperation with Tokyo and Washington.22 Roh also 
instructed his foreign policy advisors to draft a response, which became a so-called 
“roadmap” for resolving the problem.23 Although the details of this roadmap or 
comprehensive deal are still unclear, energy assistance and security assurances for 
Pyongyang have been mentioned.24 Foreign Minister Yun Y"ng Kwan presented the 
“roadmap” to the Bush administration during a visit to Washington in late March. Yun 
suggested that the United States should take a bold initiative towards North Korea like it 
did with China in the early 1970s. Secretary of State Powell said Yun’s proposal was 
interesting, but rejected any dramatic opening to North Korea at this time.25 In contrast, 
the South Korean proposal was well received in Tokyo.26    
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Given Roh’s commitment to a peaceful resolution of the nuclear crisis, Prime Minister 
Ko K"n and Foreign Minister Yun Y"ng Kwan have expressed frustration with the 
intransigence of Washington and Pyongyang over the issue of bilateral vs. multilateral 
talks.27 President Roh’s position is that dialogue format is less important than achieving 
results,28 and South Korean government officials have said that U.S.-North Korean 
bilateral diplomacy and multilateral talks are both necessary to bring a verifiable end to 
the North Korean nuclear program.   
 
In an effort to gain U.S. support for the South Korean initiative to deal with the nuclear 
crisis, Roh decided to support the United States in the war with Iraq even though South 
Korean public opinion was strongly opposed to South Korean involvement. Facing strong 
opposition from legislators, Roh extended considerable political capital by going to the 
National Assembly on 2 April and delivering a speech to gain legislative approval for the 
dispatch of about 700 non-combatant troops to support the U.S.-led coalition against 
Iraq.29 In return for support in Iraq, South Koreans expect the United States to consider 
Seoul’s concerns in dealing with the North Korean nuclear program. 
 
Trilateral Talks in Beijing            
 
Many South Koreans criticized President Roh when it was announced that delegations 
from the United States, China, and North Korea would meet in Beijing for trilateral talks 
on 23-25 April. Roh’s policy for peace and prosperity emphasizes Korean input, but 
Seoul was excluded from the Beijing talks. Initial reports out of Beijing indicate North 
Korean Deputy Foreign Minster Li Gun said that North Korea has nuclear weapons. If 
these reports are confirmed, it will be extremely difficult for the Roh government to 
maintain its policy of engaging North Korea, and the government will be under pressure 
from domestic and international sources. 
 
A spokesman for the opposition Grand National Party has already issued a statement 
declaring that North Korea’s announcement means a change in policy towards 
Pyongyang is required.30 South Korean hawks will now blame engagement policies for 
allowing North Korea to cross the nuclear threshold, and will demand a hardline 
approach. On the other hand, many Roh supporters are likely to blame the Bush 
administration’s refusal to extend negative security assurances to North Korea as the 
reason for Pyongyang’s choosing the nuclear option. Many probably believe that the 
Bush administration never intended to seek a negotiated settlement, leaving North Korea 
with no choice. Some may even believe that Roh was duped into supporting the coalition 
against Iraq, and that South Korea’s exclusion from the Beijing talks contributed to the 
collapse of the talks. 
 
Internationally, the Roh government will likely come under pressure from Bush 
administration hardliners who seek regime change in Pyongyang. However, most South 
Koreans are more concerned about the effects of the North Korean nuclear program on 
the South Korean economy, rather than the security implications of a nuclear-armed 
North Korea. The common South Korean view is that North Korea would never use 
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nuclear weapons against fellow Koreans, and that the geographic proximity makes 
nuclear weapons impractical.   
 
In 1994, when it appeared the United States was moving towards a military strike against 
the Y"ngby"n nuclear facilities, President Kim Yong Sam telephoned President Bill 
Clinton and warned that he would not accept a second Korean war during his tenure.31 On 
Roh’s inauguration day, Colin Powell reportedly assured Roh that the United States 
would seek South Korean approval before launching a military attack against North 
Korea.32 However, Seoul’s support for a preemptive military strike is very unlikely. The 
U.S. military does not need South Korean cooperation to execute a military strike against 
North Korea’s nuclear facilities, but failure to obtain Seoul’s approval would place the 
bilateral alliance at risk. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The Bush administration maintains that the North Korean nuclear issue is a regional and 
global problem that requires multilateral attention. If reports from the Beijing talks that 
North Korea possesses nuclear weapons are accurate, effective U.S. policy will require 
close coordination with South Korea and other countries. All countries in the region wish 
to avoid a catastrophic war on the Korean peninsula, but the security policies and policy 
preferences of the United States and South Korea diverge in some areas. South Korea 
wants to cooperate closely with the United States in resolving the crisis, but Seoul does 
not want its interests to be subordinated to those of the United States. This will 
complicate the task of forming and implementing a coordinated regional policy. 
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