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Linda Jakobson expects little from the latest push for a nuclear-free North Korea 

 

How many times have the 6-party talks been declared dead?  Too many times to count - at least 

every time North Korea has conducted a missile test, carried out  a nuclear weapons test, attacked a 

South Korean vessel, or shelled a South Korean island.  But the spirit of the talks – held between 

China, Japan, North Korea, Russia, South Korea and the United States with the aim of 

denuclearising the Korean Peninsula - lives on, if you believe China's Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi. 

  

China invited the talks’ chief envoys to a dialogue in Beijing to mark the 6
th
 anniversary of the 

September 19, 2005 statement, the only accord signed by all six parties. In it, North Korea commits 

to disbanding its nuclear weapons programme and returning to the Treaty on Non-proliferation of 

Nuclear Weapons. What could be a better prelude to restarting the talks? What could be a better 

venue to reinstate China as a key broker of peace on the Korean Peninsula? 

 

China wasn't flustered when the US, South Korea and Japan declined the invitation. In the view of 

those countries, North Korea has yet to give the necessary assurances that it is genuinely ready to 

give up its nuclear weapons programme, which would warrant returning to the negotiating table. 

But China proceeded with its plans for the dialogue, and scholars from South Korea, Japan and the 

US attended.   

 

The behaviour of the North Korean delegation was impressively different from that of their tight-

lipped and unapproachable countrymen that I have met at various dialogues and in North Korea 

over the past 17 years. Even junior members of the DPRK delegation made comments during the 

one-day event and engaged with other participants during the breaks. With one exception every 

official from the North spoke in English, another departure from my previous experience. 

 

North Korea wants to resume the talks without preconditions, we were told again and again. The 

North Korean delegates said their country faced a nuclear threat from the US and Pyongyang would 

not relinquish its nuclear program before the threat was removed. We also heard that North Korea 

had not produced a single gram of plutonium since February 2007. But there are still questions 

about the use of weapons-grade fissile material produced before 2007 and other  parts of the North’s 

nuclear programme. North Korea is believed to have separated enough plutonium for up to 12 

nuclear warheads and it continues to develop its intercontinental ballistic missile programme. 

 

The dialogue left no doubt that North Korea wants its neighbours and the US to once again have 

collective amnesia about its past outrageous behaviour, including the aggressive action leading to 

the deaths of 50 South Koreans last year. China, in turn, is eager to be credited with having restarted 

negotiations on the Korean Peninsula. Beijing is all too ready for everyone to sweep North Korean 

belligerence under the carpet, along with any memory of China's refusal to publicly criticise 

Pyongyang. 

 

Are the talks likely to resume? The mood at the close of the dialogue was cautiously optimistic. A 

new round of South-North Korean talks was held in Beijing last month and a second consultation 

between North Korea and the US is expected soon. In the following months, there is a window of 

opportunity. All parties recognise that the South Korean and US presidential elections and change of 

Chinese leadership next year will not only preoccupy political leaders in key countries; the 

emergence of new leaders could also complicate the already tense situation on the Korean 



Peninsula. 

 

Even if the talks are resurrected, there is hardly any reason to presume that they would result in 

North Korea abandoning its nuclear weapons programme any time soon. Based on its erratic 

behaviour over the past two decades, there is little likelihood a charm offensive will endure. Nor 

will it lead to a genuine solution. 
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