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    Somewhere along our way to a safer Korea and Iraq, we got lost.  All along we 
knew that there was a limit to what inspections of these nations' strategic 
weapons activities could accomplish.  Yet, out of fear of what true 
nonproliferation might require - dismantlement or, failing this, armed action - we 
settled for keeping inspections going at all costs. 

    In Iraq's case, the cost now looks to be some sort of combination of covert and 
overt support of Iraqi dissident groups punctuated by occasional surgical air 
strikes against Saddam's strategic weapons facilities.  In the case of North 
Korea, though, the price is more specific - $300 million (this, according to 
Pyongyang, is needed to cover the damages of "slander" implicit to our doubting 
its claims that these sites are "peaceful"). 

    As our negotiators sort out these details with North Korea in talks this week, 
the question is should we pay the price.  The president says no.  But it's hard to 
know why:  The U.S., after all, was more than willing in 1994 to write North Korea 
a blank check worth billions of dollars in heavy fuel oil and promises of two new 
power reactors in exchange for North Korea's pledge to allow eventual nuclear 
inspections in compliance promises it made almost a decade before to allow 
such inspections immediately. 

    Of course, something has changed since the 1994 deal.    First, administration 
officials privately claim North Korea's tunnel construction efforts discovered early 
this year may have violated a classified understanding that Pyongyang would not 
build any fissile production facilities similar to the working reactor and 
reprocessing plants it promised to freeze. 

    Second, North Korea sold Pakistan an 800-mile range ballistic missile, which 
when tested this spring helped India justify its nuclear tests. 

    Iran bought and tested a similar missile this summer.   Then, on Aug. 31, North 
Korea fired a 3-stage rocket over Japan capable perhaps of hitting Alaska.  
Analysts fear this is the same rocket North Korea is working to perfect for Iran 
and Pakistan.  More important, the test rattled the Japanese, who temporarily 
blocked their support for the 1994 nuclear deal. 



    In fairness, none of these rocket developments, or inspection of the tunnels 
are explicitly covered by the 1994 deal.  But that's hardly stopped Congress and 
the president from insisting that North Korea curb these activities and allow such 
inspections before the United States lifts its sanctions against Pyongyang for its 
terrorist acts or implements the 1994 deal through to completion.  In short, both 
the authors and the critics of the 1994 deal with North Korea agree that 
inspections of the suspect tunnels must come before the U.S. commits significant 
additional funds or political capital toward implementing the 1994 deal. 

    As with Iraq, however, the key fear must be that we will get our wish on 
inspections (at the cost of some side deal for additional aid to North Korea).  Will 
the outcome really differ?  Won't we celebrate the North Koreans' willingness to 
allow any inspections - again, even totally ineffectual ones - at the expense of 
actually achieving any real disarmament? 

    Certainly, this has been the pattern with Saddam.   But at least with Iraq some 
things have been found and destroyed.  Sadly, this is far less likely in North 
Korea's case.  After all, under the administration's current interpretation of the 
1994 agreement, North Korea does not have to dismantle its frozen nuclear 
reactor (capable of making a bombs' worth of plutonium a year) or its large 
reprocessing plant (which can separate many bombs worth annually) until both of 
the nuclear power plants that the U.S. promised North Korea (officially, 10 or 
more years from now; in truth, maybe never).  Nor does the deal absolutely 
require removal of some six bombs worth of spent reactor fuel or major 
inspections by the International Atomic Energy Agency of North Korea until the 
first reactor is nearly complete.   Unfortunately, this interpretation gets things just 
about backwards. 

    What would make more sense, particularly given recent events, is to work with 
the North Koreans to begin the dismantlement of the reactor and reprocessing 
plant and the removal of the spent fuel well before we invest much more (read, 
pay more bribery) to implement the deal.   Any inspections should only come 
afterwards to see if these steps have in fact been taken.  What of the need to 
inspect the tunnels?  I wouldn't be opposed to this but we also wouldn't make 
much of it either.  North Korea will always retain the ability to make nuclear 
weapons as long as it has the will and the many scientists it has to show the way. 

    About the only value added to our securing inspections would come if we were 
able to get the North and South to agree to subsequent mutual inspections - 
something North and South Korea agreed to do in 1991 but never implemented.   
On the other hand, getting Pyongyang's military not to take more bribes for 
dubious inspections, but to give up North Korea's known nuclear weapons 
breakout capacity - its one complete reactor, its large reprocessing plant, and its 
known spent fuel - would be a sure blow for peace.  it not only reduces North 
Korea's nuclear military capacity, it forces its leadership to take real risks - much 
more like the ones we are taking - for peace.  Achieving the latter, ultimately, is 



much more important than the former and is far, far more valuable than any 
inspections could ever be. 

 


