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On May 25th, 2021, the Sejong Institute and the United States Institute of Peace
(USIP) sponsored the first 2021 Seoul-Washington Forum meeting. The topic of the webinar
was titled “The Biden Administration’s North Korea Policy & Its Implications for the ROKUS Alliance: What’s New and What’s Challenging.”
The event opened with introductory remarks from Chung-In Moon, the Chairman of
the Sejong Foundation and Vice-Chair of APLN, and Joseph Yun, Senior Advisor to the Asia
Center, USIP, and Former US Ambassador to Malaysia. Dr. Haksoon Paik, the president of
the Sejong Institute, gave welcoming remarks and moderated the discussion.
With the Biden Administration’s announcement stating its completion of the review
of the new policy towards North Kore as well as the recent completion of the ROK-US
summit, discussion regarding the Biden Administration’s new North Korea policy was timely
and necessary. The webinar provided a venue for experts from both sides to share their
expertise on the Biden Administration’s North Korea on topics including but not limited to
the Joint Statement from the ROK-US Summit, their expectations on the prospect of interKorea relations and the Korean Peninsula Peace Process. Throughout the discussion, the
speakers became familiar with one another’s viewpoints and laid the foundation for future
discussion on the issue.

Executive Summary
Speakers from both Seoul and Washington agreed that the ROK-US summit was very
successful, and that the language in the Joint Statement demonstrated that the two countries
are aligned in their goals and approach in dealing with North Korea. While being cautious of
the fact that the details of the Biden Administration’s North Korea policy have not yet been
clarified in its specificity, both sides were in general agreement that a strong commitment
towards diplomacy must be made, and that negotiations must resume in the near future. There
were, however, disagreements between the Korean and US experts on the interpretation of the
summit’s Joint Statement, especially with regards to the new North Korea policy.
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American panelists largely agreed that while the Biden Administration’s “practical
and calibrated approach” sounds good on paper, it lacks specific details and clarifications, as
well as any bold moves or unilateral gestures from Washington. This aspect may give
Pyongyang the false impression that there is nothing new about Biden’s approach, which
would lead to continuation of the current stalemate or, in the worst case, another crisis.
The South Korean participants, on the other hand, largely maintained a positive
outlook on future US-DPRK and inter-Korea relations. There were several positive signals in
the ROK-US summit joint statement such as setting the “complete denuclearization of the
Korean Peninsula” as a declared goal, as well as a commitment towards diplomacy. The US
endorsement of the Singapore Joint Statement and the Panmunjom Declaration is another
positive sign that Washington and Pyongyang can return to the negotiating table.
Panelists from both sides warned that both Washington and Pyongyang may fall
under the false assumption that the ball is on the other sides’ court. With both Biden and Kim
Jong-Un being reluctant to take the first step, both countries could lose valuable time as the
window of opportunity to restart the negotiation process is very narrow. One Korean
participant recommended President Biden to send a letter addressed to “President Kim JongUn,” inviting Pyongyang to restart the working-level discussions to implement the four
pillars described in the Singapore Joint Statement. The participant explained that such action
will provide Kim an excuse within his political circle to revert his hawkish stance toward
Washington.
In regards to the ROK-US summit in general, all of the speakers were satisfied with
the fact that the joint statement covered a multitude of issues, ranging from regional
cooperation to global health and space development. The comprehensiveness of the summit
joint statement clearly gave reassurance to both Seoul and Washington that the alliance
remains strong and consolidated.
In particular, both sides were pleasantly surprised by the announcement that the
missile guidelines which had previously restricted South Korea’s pursuit of ballistic missile
and nuclear energy technologies were lifted. This recent development will give South Korea
an opportunity to pursue space development, especially in cooperation with US institutions
such as NASA. US panelists specifically commended Korea’s acceptance of the revision
which mandates recipients of South Korean-made nuclear reactors (such as Saudi Arabia and
UAE) to adhere to IAEA additional protocol.
Moving forward, all of the panelists commended both Seoul and Washington on a
successful summit, and expressed hopes that it will lead to coordinated efforts in future
negotiations with Pyongyang. Both Korean and the US experts agreed that time should not be
wasted. At the same time, experts pointed out that the misalignment between President Moon
Jae-In’s term in office and President Biden will lead to the two governments having different
opinions about the urgency and priority of the North Korea issue. Several experts warned that
Seoul must resist the urge to hasten the progress of inter-Korean relations without enough
consultation with Washington.

Opening Remarks
Dr. Chung-In Moon, Chairman of the Sejong Foundation and Vice Chair of APLN
gave opening remarks on the overview of the ROK-US summit and a personal outlook on
US-DPRK relations. Dr. Moon was the first of many participants that morning who suggested
that the summit was very successful. In particular, he highlighted several achievements from
the summit.
The Moon-Biden summit reaffirmed that the ROK-US alliance is strong and quelled
the pessimists’ view that the alliance has been “ruptured,” especially since the Moon
administration came into power. Former Ambassador Sung Kim’s appointment as Special
Envoy to North Korea also sends a clear signal that Biden is accommodating Moon’s position
towards North Korea. The Biden Administration also endorsed Seoul’s efforts in promoting
dialogue and economic cooperation projects with Pyongyang, which was also an encouraging
sign. This was reflected in the summit joint statement, which underlined the importance of
diplomacy and dialogue based on the Singapore Joint Statement and Panmunjom Declaration.
The breadth of the issues handled in the summit joint statement also sent a clear
positive sign that the ROK-US alliance has evolved into a robust global partnership. An
“omnibus” of issues ranging from science and technology, energy cooperation, nuclear
technology, world health, vaccines, and space development were included in the joint
statement. The lifting of limits on ballistic missiles, mandated by the previous missile
guidelines, will also open the gateway for Korean space technology development.
Dr. Moon also pointed to several possible issues in the near future that may affect the
security environment surrounding the Korean Peninsula. The first is the upcoming ROK-US
combined military exercise planned in August. The UFG (Ulchi Freedom Guardian) is
scheduled to take place every August, and this may spark another crisis which will negatively
affect overall relations with Pyongyang. This will be the first litmus test to see whether North
Korea will respond to America’s call to come the negotiating table. If Pyongyang does not
show any reaction towards Washington and Seoul before August, efforts to resuscitate
dialogue may fall apart again.
Secondly, although the US expressed support toward inter-Korean dialogue,
engagement and cooperation, it is unclear as to what degree the US will be tolerant in Seoul’s
“dance” toward Pyongyang. Especially when President Moon Jae-In only has less than one
year in office, and the election campaign for the next president may begin sometime in late
September-October, Moon will lose the momentum to pursue inter-Korean cooperation. He
might want to fast forward some potential projects with North Korea, and coordinating that
with the US will be another task for the alliance.
Lastly, the joint statement lacked substance in terms of detail and specific messages
to North Korea, regarding any gesture or activity to reactivate the dialogue. Dr. Moon
suggested several ideas about “conversation starters” that may motivate Pyongyang to
negotiate. Such topics were vaccine cooperation, zero-carbon-related energy cooperation, and
humanitarian assistance projects.

Ambassador Joseph Yun, Senior Advisor to the Asia Center at the U.S. Institute of
Peace and former US Ambassador to Malaysia, gave the second opening remarks as the US
representative. Ambassador Yun agreed with Dr. Moon that the summit was very successful,
and mentioned that this summit was reminiscent of the Clinton – Kim Dae Jung summit
about two decades ago. This was the first time since then that two center-left governments in
both Seoul and Washington have come together to meet. During the summit and press
conference, the two leaders, in their speech and body language, showed that they share a
personal connection.
Ambassador Yun asked two questions to the panelists to start the discussion.
1. The Biden Administration called its North Korea policy a “calibrated and practical
approach.” What is new about this approach? Is this the same thing as a step-by-step,
or phased approach? Or does this also take elements of the arms control approach?
2. While the US accepted to uphold the Singapore Joint Statement and Panmunjom
Declaration, they also made a point by stating human rights improvement,
implementation of UNSC resolutions, and US-ROK-Japan trilateral cooperation as
important issues. So does the joint statement show a fundamental change in positions
from either the US or ROK?

Presentation
Prior to the event, the speakers were assigned to prepare answers to three key questions
from the moderator. One panelist from each side was assigned to a particular question, and
was asked to direct the presentation on his/her particular topic. The questions are as follows:
1) The Biden administration announced that it has completed a review of its policy toward
North Korea. What are the main characteristics and components of the new North
Korea policy and how 'new' is it compared to previous administrations' North Korea
policy?
2) President Biden and President Moon Jae-in had a summit meeting on May 21. How do
you evaluate the discussions on North Korea policy at this meeting? Has the two
governments formed a consensus on the new North Korea policy?
3) Can the Biden administration's new North Korea policy succeed? What are the main
challenging factors in implementing the Biden administration's new North Korea
policy in the future? What is the most important issue that South Korea and the U.S.
should coordinate for a successful North Korea policy?

1. What is new or different about the Biden Administration’s North Korea Policy?
Dr. Ki-Jung Kim, President of the Institute for National Security Strategy, gave a
presentation on his views about this question as a South Korean expert. Dr. Kim explained

that the Biden Administration’s policy is a combination of previous administration’s
approaches in dealing with North Korea. The three approaches are: “strategic patience”,
“disarmament approach”, and “hawkish approach.” By taking elements from past
engagements, the Biden Administration is searching for a practical, adjustable and fixable
solution to the North Korea issue.
Dr. Kim expressed his positive outlook on US-DPRK relations, and stated that the
description of Biden’s new North Korea policy is a sign of hope that US-DPRK and interKorean engagement will regain its momentum from 2018. There were other signs that further
reaffirmed this belief. For example, President Biden agreed to recognize the importance of
the Singapore and Panmunjom statements, and endorsed inter-Korean engagement. These are
signs that Biden, unlike his predecessors, will be more accommodating towards Seoul, and
will try to incorporate South Korea’s ideas and opinions regarding Pyongyang. The
appointment of Ambassador Sung Kim as a “Special Envoy” to North Korea also sends a
positive sign to Pyongyang. If Biden appointed a “Human Rights Envoy” to North Korea
before appointing the Special Envoy, this would have sent a negative signal to Pyongyang.
The appointment of Ambassador Kim as Special Envoy is indicative of Biden prioritizing
dialogue with North Korea over human rights issues, which may contribute to restarting
discussions with Pyongyang.
Next, Dr. Robert Einhorn, a Senior Fellow at the Brookings Institution, presented his
perspective on the Biden Administration’s North Korea policy. Dr. Einhorn pointed to the
vagueness of the Biden Administration’s explanation about its new North Korea policy. Dr.
Einhorn said that the administration announced more about what “it is not,” rather than what
“it is.” Reassuring generalities and words such as “practical” and “calibrated” were used to
describe the policy. These general terms are often used to preserve negotiating flexibility.
While the administration stated complete denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula as a
declared goal, it also stated that diplomacy will be supported by strong economic pressure,
deterrence, and alliance solidarity. Biden also emphasized that Washington will make no
grand unilateral gesture to bring Pyongyang back to the negotiation table.
In response to Ambassador Yun’s question, Dr. Einhorn expressed his cautious position,
stating that it is too soon to tell the real meaning behind the endorsement of Singapore and
Panmunjom statements. Potentially this could mean that there has been a fundamental change
in the policy framework of the Biden Administration, but contrarily this could merely be a
rhetorical gesture designed to placate the Moon Administration.
One significant point was made about the revision of the missile guidelines. The recent
update included a policy stating that “no exports of nuclear power reactors will be made
unless the recipient agrees to adhere to the IAEA additional protocol.” Initially, the South
Korean nuclear industry was reluctant to accept the addition of these provisions, but the
Korean government eventually agreed to incorporate the clause. Dr. Einhorn highlighted that
this was an important move for Korea in its commitment to nuclear non-proliferation, and
complimented the Korean government for adopting the provision.

2. Evaluation of the North Korea policy discussions during the ROK-US summit
Dr. Sue Mi Terry, Senior Fellow at CSIS, started her presentation with a brief explanation
about her views on the Biden Administration’s North Korea policy. Dr. Terry argued that
despite the Biden Administration insisting that its policy toward Pyongyang is different and
new compared to Obama’s strategic patience approach, in practice, Pyongyang could
perceive this as a policy equivalent to “Obama Redux.” While Kim Jong-Un has consistently
demanded some kind of significant, unilateral gesture from Washington such as sanctions
relief to restart the dialogue, Biden has made it clear that there is little to no likelihood of a
“grand bargain.” In fact, Secretary of State Antony Blinken stated that the administration
intends to maintain sanctions pressure on the Kim regime.
Therefore, in spite of optimism from Seoul, it seems unclear whether there will be a
breakthrough in dialogue with North Korea. Biden’s North Korea policy, while it may be
practical, is not necessarily new or bold and lacks the specifics needed to restart the engine
between Washington and Pyongyang. Dr. Terry argued that the policy appears to be designed
mainly as a holding action while the administration deals with other pressing issues such as
China, Iran, global warming, and COVID-19.
On the ROK-US summit, Dr. Terry agreed with the other panelists that the summit was
very successful. Washington and Seoul came to an agreement in terms of forming a
consensus on the new North Korea policy, and they showed positive signs that the two
governments will work very closely together. Again, the Biden Administration’s endorsement
of the Singapore Joint Statement and the Panmunjom Declaration, together with the
appointment of Ambassador Sung Kim as Special Envoy, was a huge win for South Korea.
However, Dr. Terry also explained that we should take these successes with a grain of
salt, because it is too early to say that Washington and Seoul are going to be on the exact
same page in terms of moving forward on North Korea. Dr. Terry listed two key challenges in
future engagement with North Korea. The first is the mis-match of priorities and timeline for
President Moon and President Biden. While Seoul clearly has a higher sense of urgency
toward North Korea issues, President Biden is still occupied with a number of other pressing
issues. The second is North Korea’s unwillingness to return to negotiations without unilateral
gesture from Washington. In the worst-case scenario, Kim Jong-Un may decide not to rush
into conversation with the United States and, instead, dial up the tension to maximize his
leverage until he decides it is the most opportune time to return to dialogue. This may
possibly happen in early 2022, in time for the Beijing Winter Olympics.
The biggest challenge for the US and South Korea is to come up with an idea to bring
North Korea back to negotiations without offering unilateral concessions such as sanctions
relief. Dr. Terry underscored the importance of timing, saying that we should not lose
valuable time, and that Washington and Seoul need to devise a plan in the coming months.
Dr. Bong-Geun Jun, professor at the Korea National Diplomatic Academy, represented
the Korean panel in answering the second question. Dr. Jun started off his presentation by
expressing his enthusiasm with the revision of missile guidelines. During the past decade,
Korea’s aerospace industry had to cooperate with Russian science institutes due to the
restrictions provisioned in the previous missile guidelines. The recent update will allow for

ROK-US cooperation. This signifies that the alliance is becoming more robust and expanding
cooperation into other horizons.
On discussions regarding the North Korea issue during the summit, Dr. Jun pointed to the
language and phrases used in the joint statement, emphasizing that the usage of such terms
sends a positive signal. For example, the phrase “denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula”
was stated as a declared goal, not “CVID,” “FFVD,” or “denuclearization of North Korea.”
The statement also mentioned “full implementation of UN Security Council resolutions,” and
not “UN sanctions,” which was reassuring.
Dr. Jun expressed caution on speculating North Korea’s reaction to the ROK-US summit.
He warned that there are elements in the joint statement that Pyongyang would feel strongly
against, and therefore Pyongyang would not welcome the result of this summit
wholeheartedly. Dr. Jun warned that both Washington and Pyongyang can both fall under the
false assumption that the ball is on each other’s court, and either side may not make any
unilateral movement. Therefore, he recommended President Biden to utilize bold and creative
ideas, such as writing a letter addressed to “President Kim Jong-Un,” delivering his intention
to succeed the Singapore Joint Statement and propose working level negotiations to further
implement the four pillars stated in the document. Dr. Jun also recommended that the UN and
regional cooperation mechanisms become more involved in providing humanitarian
assistance to Pyongyang, especially in regard to the COVID-19 pandemic.

3. What are the main challenges in implementing Biden’s new North Korea policy?
Dr. Sanghyun Lee, a Senior Researcher at the Sejong Institute, voiced that he largely
agreed with many of the American panelists. He expressed that Biden’s North Korea policy
and the ROK-US summit successfully paved the way, pointing at the overall direction of
future policy toward Pyongyang. However, he shared the view that not enough detail about
this policy was revealed and that predictions should not be made prematurely. From the North
Korean perspective, the summit did not provide any good or new incentive for Pyongyang to
return to negotiations. Unlike many Koreans anticipated, there was no mentioning of “easing
of sanctions” or “declaration to end the Korean War.” Dr. Lee argued that without such
incentives, it is still questionable whether North Korea will be enticed enough to show a
positive response.
Dr. Lee also raised the question of Chinese influence. Although the joint statement did not
call out China directly, there were indirect mentions such as “rule-based international order,
rule of law, freedom of navigation, South China Sea, and the Taiwanese Strait.” Dr. Lee
explained that language in the statement clearly shows that Seoul will side with Washington
in balancing against Beijing. He posed a question to the audience about Chinese influence on
North Korea, and whether we can induce Chinese cooperation in bringing North Korea back
to the negotiating table.
Next, Dr. Frank Aum, Senior Expert on North Korea at USIP, presented his view on the
prospect of Biden’s new North Korea policy. Dr. Aum started his presentation by arguing that
Biden’s “calibrated and practical” approach is not new, and that similar approaches were
taken by his predecessors: Clinton, Bush, and Obama. This approach has a track record of

moderate success, so it is fine to take aspects of the old approach that work. However, the old
approach also has potential problems. The first is that it maintains the framing of North Korea
solely as a threat that needs to be deterred, rather than a mutual partner that needs to be
respected and heard. It also tended to focus more aggressively on what Washington wants –
denuclearization, human rights, and having Pyongyang take the first step. On the contrary, it
is passive and cautious when it comes to addressing what Pyongyang wants – new US-DPRK
relations, peace regime, sanctions relief, and moratorium of US strategic assets deployment,
etc. Lastly, it also has a tendency to be cautious and risk-averse, which leads to both sides
trying to maximize leverage before returning to the negotiating table. In many cases, a crisis
was necessary to precipitate talks. We can see this pattern in numerous past instances, such as
the chain of events that led to the Agreed Framework and Singapore Agreement.
Dr. Aum sided with many American panelists, arguing that it is hard to determine whether
the Biden approach will be successful in restarting negotiations because it was sparse in
details. Yet, he underlined that the joint statement also gave positive signals, and we need to
wait and see whether Pyongyang will be intrigued enough by what was revealed about the
Biden approach.
Lastly, Dr. Aum warned that the constant improvement of South Korea’s indigenous
defense capabilities may become a new source of threat that the North Koreans will focus on.
In the past decade, Seoul has engaged in a dramatic ramp-up of its conventional weapons
arsenal, ranging from PAC-III upgrades, Kill Chain, Korea Air and Missile Defense
(KAMD), Apache helicopters, F-35A, Global Hawk, KF-21, etc. Dr. Aum argued that such
drastic enhancement of capabilities has now reached a point where Pyongyang will now
focus more on balancing Seoul more so than Washington in terms of proximate threat.

Discussion
During the discussion session, a key question was raised by Dr. Sanghyun Lee, about
whether the United States would allow some room for maneuver for South Korea in moving
forward with inter-Korea cooperation projects. Dr. Lee pointed to the contradiction within the
summit joint statement, which mentioned the Panmunjom Declaration while also
emphasizing full implementation of UN Security Council resolutions. Pursuing both
initiatives seem like an unattainable goal. The Moon government has a number of potential
economic cooperation projects ideas with North Korea: resuming the Kaesong Industrial
Complex, carbon-neutral energy cooperation, replacement of old power plants, and etc. Given
the contradictory remarks in the joint statement, there is still a question of how Washington
would react if Seoul approached Pyongyang with such cooperation projects.
The US panelists answered that not enough details were revealed about the Biden
approach to determine whether Washington would be accommodating towards such bold
moves from Seoul. Dr. Aum explained that threading the needle to both - enforcing sanctions
and supporting the Panmunjom Declaration – is possible by permitting exemptions or waivers
on the UN sanctions. Such exemptions may include joint ventures or bulk cash transfers in
order to allow inter-Korean cooperation projects to continue. The question is that all of these

movements must be sequenced with North Korea’s actions in denuclearization. Dr. Einhorn
pointed to the possibility of relieving restrictions on North Korean imports. The Biden
Administration may be looking at easing restrictions on heavily import-dependent products
such as refined petroleum products in exchange for movements on nuclear issues. In terms of
inter-Korean projects, the Kumgang mountain tours, Kaesong Industrial Complex, and the
rail-and-road projects could be initiated. Dr. Einhorn warned that although President Biden
may be supportive against these movements, the US bureaucracy and the legislature will
demand reciprocity from Pyongyang on all of these actions.

Q &A

The audience raised a question regarding the ending of missile guidelines. The
question, directed to Ambassador Yun, addressed whether the ending of missile guidelines
means that South Korea will be able to pursue “nuclear sovereignty.”
Dr. Einhorn responded by explaining that the US Department of Energy may be more
encouraging towards a number of technologies that were previously frowned upon. However,
the US will maintain its fundamental position toward non-proliferation, and discourage South
Korea from pursuing nuclear sovereignty beyond enrichment and reprocessing.

