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Once more, the United States, South Korea, and Japan have confronted a crisis with North
Korea. The pattern is now well established. First, there is a provocation—a missile test,
a nuclear test, and even worse, the use of force.! Next, the United States and its allies
in Northeast Asia muster their forces, strengthen their trilateral policy coordination, and
sanction the belligerent Pyongyang. The three nations advocate for the accompanying
effort by the United Nations Security Council to condemn North Korea’s behavior.? Setting
aside their political differences, Seoul and Tokyo intensify their military cooperation and
Washington calls for greater trilateral unity in confronting a shared security challenge.?

In 2017, policymakers in Seoul, Washington, and Tokyo found themselves in a similar cycle
but with the threat of war ever more real. The dramatic escalation of tensions between
President Donald J. Trump and the North Korean leader Kim Jong-un seemed to bring
the region to the brink of a second Korean conflict. But today, just as dramatically, an
accelerated series of high-level summits suggests that the Korean Peninsula could be on
the brink of peace. President Moon Jae-in met with Kim at Panmunjom, and both Kim and
Moon stepped across the line of demarcation at the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) between
North and South Korea.* The two leaders have embraced a “new era of peace,” with the
promise of ending the state of war on the peninsula.®

Trump has also said he is willing to meet Kim to discuss denuclearization. CIA director
Mike Pompeo visited Pyongyang on April 1 to test out that proposition, and as secretary of
state, Pompeo had the lead in setting the stage for a meeting in Singapore. The Moon-Kim
meeting set up the premise of a negotiated denuclearization process. Trump and Kim will
define the contours of that path forward.

Transitioning from confrontation to negotiation, Japan’s prime minister Abe Shinzo has
sought to stay close to Trump. As Moon led the process of easing tensions Abe also seemed
ready to give peace a chance, meeting with Kim’s sister at the Pyeongchang 2018 Olympic
Games and later voicing his willingness too to meet with Kim should the Trump-Kim summit
succeed.® In his meeting with Trump on April 17-18, Abe set forth the three Japanese
equities in a negotiated settlement with the North.” A complete, verifiable, irreversible
denuclearization process is at the top of that list. But a close second will be Pyongyang’s
missile arsenal. While the United States undoubtedly will focus on the intercontinental
ballistic missile (ICBM) Kim has been testing, Abe will urge a broader disarmament of the
array of missiles at Kim'’s disposal. The ROK and Japan are well within reach of North Korea’s
short and medium-range missiles, and Abe will be unwilling to leave those in place. Finally,
Abe will want Pyongyang’s accounting of the Japanese citizens abducted by the North
Koreans. Both Trump and Moon promised to take this up with Kim in their meetings. At
their summit at Mar-a-Lago, Trump publicly repeated this pledge to Abe.?

It is too soon to see how these new negotiations will proceed. Only a few weeks after
the South Korean government announced that Trump had agreed to meet with Kim, the
diplomatic geometry seemed to proliferate and accelerate. After Kim Jong-un agreed to
leave the North to meet Moon in Panmunjom, the designated meeting spot just south of
the DMZ, South Korea’s national security advisor appeared in Washington, and in front of
the White House, announced the Trump-Kim summit.’ Not to be outdone, Abe made plans
to visit Trump, which he did on April 17.%° Not long after that, Kim Jong-un set out for Beijing
in his armored train, accompanied by his wife, to visit with Chinese president Xi Jinping
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and his wife, once again showing how important these talks will be to the future balance
of power in Northeast Asia.!’ On May 7-8 Kim went to Dalian, China for a second summit
with Xi. On May 9 another trilateral summit was held in Tokyo, as Abe hosted Moon and the
Chinese premier, Li Kegiang.!? Later in May, Moon travelled to Washington to consult with
Trump. The diplomatic track had grabbed the spotlight.

Ironically, negotiations with North Korea could put even more strain on the trilateral
framework that Washington has been striving to establish with its allies in East Asia. The
bilateral relationship between Seoul and Tokyo, in particular, could suffer. This was apparent
in the nervousness visible in Japan, particularly after the surprise decision by Trump to hold
a summit with Kim. While the U.S.-Japan-ROK trilateral has faced pressures in negotiating
with North Korea before, this round of talks could be even more fraught. There is far more
at stake in Northeast Asia; the region’s military balance, the political futures of Moon,
Trump, and Abe, and the geopolitics of the region.

The Military Challenge of Confronting Pyongyang

North Korea is closer than ever to being able to threaten the United States, thereby testing
the proposition that Washington will want to risk an attack on behalf of its regional allies.
Kim Jong-un has developed his military arsenal in a deliberate attempt to change the status
quo on the Korean Peninsula, and, by extension, in Northeast Asia. The U.S. allies in Asia
have directly felt the impact of his willingness to risk confrontation by using these rising
military capabilities.

Seoul felt the brunt of this challenge early, even before Kim Jong-il passed away in 2011. The
2010 sinking of the Cheonan and the shelling of Yeonpyeong Island were widely attributed
to Kim Jong-un’s growing influence. Since coming to power in 2012, Kim has shown little
restraint in the use of force or his willingness to risk provoking the South. Repeated news of
executions in the consolidation of his hold on power brought this point home, especially the
brutal execution of his uncle, Jang Song-thaek.®* North Korea is suspected of carrying out
the 2014 hacking of Sony Pictures Entertainment, and the U.S. government accused North
Korea of carrying out the May 2017 “WannaCry” cyber-attack, which hit over 150 countries
and in some cases caused hospital closures.'* The open assassination of his half-brother in
Kuala Lumpur—using a banned nerve agent called VX—further added to the impression
that Kim Jong-un felt little if any restraint in the use of force if it meant a challenge to his
hold on power.?®

Japan too now feels the direct brunt of Kim’s military ambitions. As North Korea’s missile
arsenal grew, new launchers allowed short to medium-range missiles to be launched
without detection. Growing numbers of missiles and no warning time means that Japan is
now in far greater danger than in the past.'® Missile testing in 2016 and 2017 demonstrated
that Japan has few options on its own to defend itself from a missile attack. In 2017, ten
of North Korea’s tests landed in the Sea of Japan, including two ICBMs, and two missile
tests overflew northern Japan.' Japan’s existing ballistic missile defenses are simply not
enough to cope, should Kim provoke a war. U.S. bases in Japan also make it likely that in a
conflict North Korea would seek to eliminate the ability of the United States to use its forces
based there. Japan is now the only country in Northeast Asia that cannot retaliate with its
own forces.™®
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Over the past year or more of missile testing by Kim Jong-un, Tokyo and Seoul have
expanded their military cooperation. In 2017, as North Korea’s missiles flew repeatedly
over Japanese territory, the three militaries of the United States, South Korea, and Japan
upped their coordination. Military signaling by each alliance provided a strong signal of
military readiness. When North Korea tested a missile over Japanese airspace, South
Korean forces demonstrated their ability to retaliate. When U.S. bombers were sent to
signal American intent, Japan’s Air Self Defense Force fighters accompanied them through
Japanese airspace to meet up with South Korean Air Force fighters over the East China Sea,
who then accompanied the U.S. bombers the rest of the way to Korea. When a second test
of an intermediate-range ballistic missile occurred, U.S.-ROK forces conducted a combined
strike exercise while U.S.-Japanese forces conducted a ballistic missile defense exercise
simultaneously. Similarly, the U.S., Japanese, and South Korean militaries conducted a
tabletop exercise on non-combatant evacuation. U.S. commanders had hoped to push this
trilateral military exercising further, but South Korean sensitivity to having Japanese military
on Korean soil continues to limit the full integration of alliance planning and exercising.

Asia’s geopolitics are suggesting a new regional context within which events on the Korean
Peninsula must be considered—one in which the trilateral relationship between Seoul,
Tokyo, and Washington may be challenged by the new dynamics of major power military
competition. Trilateral cooperation has proven very effective in mobilizing military force
during moments of crisis. But if conflict emerges, will this be sustainable as Pyongyang
approaches the ability to effectively target the United States? Will America’s allies be
confident in the extended deterrent that has long allowed them to avoid the nuclear
option themselves? The governments of both the ROK and Japan have sought greater
conventional military capabilities to redress their vulnerabilities. The ROK has enhanced
its own missile arsenal, and Japan has recently decided to significantly increase its ballistic
missile defenses.'® Both Seoul and Tokyo have begun to have open debate over the nuclear
option as Kim tested his ability to develop an intercontinental ballistic missile capable of
delivering nuclear weapons to the United States.?

The future of the U.S. alliances is further complicated by the Trump administration’s desire
to leverage allied defenses for better trade numbers. Allied concerns about the United
States have only worsened with the election of Trump, who campaigned on ending U.S.
alliances. In his interview with New York Times, candidate Trump said the ROK and Japan
would one day have to defend themselves against North Korea. He has since embraced
the U.S. alliances, but has held Moon and Abe accountable for their trade deficits with
Washington, arguing that the United States is getting a bad deal on relationships that have
been the mainstay of regional balances of power since the end of World War II. Even as
the confrontation with Pyongyang deteriorated badly in the fall of 2017, Trump insisted
on re-opening trade negotiations on the Korea-U.S. trade pact, using Seoul’s weakness
as leverage. In Tokyo in November of that year, Trump similarly told Abe he should buy
expensive American weapons as a way to reduce the deficit, openly linking longstanding
security assurances to increased U.S. arms sales.



mOOood Smith: The U.S.-Japan-ROK Trilateral: | 97
Better at Deterrence than Diplomacy?

The Trilateral and Diplomacy with Pyongyang

As the bilateral summitry of Northeast Asia took off in early 2018, the U.S.-Japan-ROK
trilateral once more faces considerable political hurdles. If the Trump-Kim summit is realized
and a negotiation process results, this will usher in the third significant attempt to engage
with a Kim on North Korea’s military build-up. Each time negotiations have been tried, the
diplomacy has been organized differently. In the mid-1990s, when Kim Jong-il announced
his intention to deny access to his nuclear reactors to the International Atomic Energy
Association, the Clinton administration responded by organizing its allies in a coordinated
effort to entice him away from a path of nuclear development. The Trilateral Coordination
and Oversight Group (TCOG) process resulted in economic incentives for North Korea,
cooperation on providing it with light water nuclear reactors, and a largely shared vision by
Seoul and Tokyo on the benefits of this approach. But this effort ultimately did not forestall
the progression of Pyongyang’s stockpiling of fissile material. The UN and the United States
then imposed sanctions on the North, the former with the approval of the Security Council
members, and the latter unilaterally and targeted on the bank used by the Kim family.

A second effort, led by the Bush administration, organized the six nations active in Northeast
Asia to discuss a comprehensive path to denuclearization and ultimately a peace treaty that
would end the militarized division of the peninsula. China played a leading role in hosting
the resultant Six-Party Talks, creating the veneer of multilateralism around what was
essentially a U.S.-North Korean dialogue. This approach, while lauded for its comprehensive
approach to a settlement and its multilateral regional framework, left much to be desired
for Washington’s allies, as both Seoul and Tokyo found cause for disgruntlement in being
left out of the U.S. negotiating strategy.

Prior attempts to negotiate with Pyongyang have demonstrated that the United States,
South Korea, and Japan each have different interests at stake in a Korean settlement. The
domestic politics of sustaining diplomatic initiatives and offering compromise needed to
realize results are rarely in synch. For South Koreans, peace on the peninsula is paramount,
for obvious reasons. Millions live in close proximity to North Korea’s artillery, making
any South Korean threat to use force lack credibility. For Americans, the proliferation of
nuclear technology has long been the primary concern, and after 9/11, North Korea’s role
in exporting its fissile material to terrorist organizations took precedence over its missile
development program. Japanese viewed this with chagrin, as they have long seen the
North Korean missile program as having the greatest impact on their security. Add to that
the domestic sensitivity to the abduction of Japanese citizens by the North in the 1970s,
and Tokyo’s stance on North Korea becomes ever more complicated. When Prime Minister
Koizumi Junichiro’s bilateral negotiations led to a visit to Pyongyang in 2002, his team
negotiated with Kim Jong-il for the return of five of the 17 abductees thought to still be in
North Korea. Instead of being praised for the success of bringing these five home, Koizumi
and his team were criticized for not getting them all.?* Subsequent governments were hard
pressed to engage in any effort at negotiation with the North without putting the abductee
cause at the center of their talks.
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Tokyo has been sensitive to being left out of the critical decisions in the diplomacy with
Pyongyang. Japan preferred the early emphasis on the alliance trilateral to the larger Six-
Party multilateral effort. The model used in the 1990s, TCOG, relied on close allied policy
coordination, and this still appeals to many Japanese. But the broader regional dynamics
seem to make this inconceivable. Today, no resolution on the Korean Peninsula is possible
without China. The Six-Party framework that brought all regional powers to the table
remains a preference for some, particularly in China, which hosted these talks.

The politics of when to compromise with Pyongyang reveals itself early, and who has
compromised too much or too little becomes a source of tension. Tokyo worries about
Seoul being too ready for compromise and thus sacrificing security in the interest of
a peace regime. Seoul worries about Tokyo’s harder military line and ultimately about
Japan’s “remilitarization.” Both allies in varying degrees worry that Washington might
either sacrifice their security interests in an attempt to reach a deal or become too rigid
for compromise to emerge. Given Pyongyang’s development of ICBMs potentially able to
reach cities across the United States, there is ample reason for concern that Trump will
prioritize ending this threat, leaving in place the threats to Japan and South Korea and also
calling into question U.S. commitment to extended deterrence. In his confirmation hearings
for secretary of state, Mike Pompeo confirmed these fears when he told senators that his
primary aim was “to develop an agreement with the North Korean leadership such that the
North Korean leadership will step away from its efforts to hold America at risk with nuclear
weapons, completely and verifiably.”??

Today, neither of these past models seems just right. Moreover, there is far greater concern
about China’s ambitions in, and far less confidence in U.S. leadership of, a negotiating
process. Kim Jong-un looks more assertive in shaping the context for negotiations, and his
ability thus far to drive the talks indicates greater strategic savvy than many have been
willing to admit. To be sure, it is early in the process, and there are conflicting accounts of
what may have prompted Kim Jong-un to initiate this newest round of diplomacy. To date,
however, Kim has asserted his country’s right to have nuclear weapons and has already
claimed North Korea as a nuclear power. What he seems to want is recognition of that
status. While Beijing may be ready to provide that, Washington, Tokyo, and Seoul are not.

A second concern today is the shape of Northeast Asia’s security architecture beyond peace
on the Korean Peninsula. The region today is no longer a backwater in global geopolitics.
China’s emergence as a global power has knit the choices about the region’s security into
the fabric of the global balance of power. The choices ahead on the Korean Peninsula are
not simply about how to persuade Kim Jong-un to give up his military arsenal; they are now
about what sort of strategic balance will be embraced by all of the region’s major powers.

The future role of nuclear weapons in Asia’s security has considerable implications for
existing arrangements for managing global security. Particularly worrisome for U.S. allies
are intermediate-range nuclear forces, which have altered the regional military balance.
Theoretically, these theater nuclear forces do not threaten major nuclear powers beyond
Asia and thus would allow nations to threaten their neighbors without necessarily drawing
retaliation from the United States. The concerns in Seoul and Tokyo are similar to what NATO
allies worried about in the 1970s. Soviet deployment of SS-20s missiles to its European
theater prompted a U.S. deployment of Pershing missiles to offset this advantage in the
military balance. The United States and Russia concluded an Intermediate Nuclear Forces
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(INF) Treaty in 1987 designed to eliminate this threat of decoupling. Japan at the time
wanted to ensure that Soviet SS-20s would not simply be moved from Europe to the Asian
theater. Today, the regional military balance in Asia is similarly unsettled, and China is not
subject to the INF Treaty’s limitations. In fact, the absence of a serious Asian disarmament
framework now means that the proliferation of missiles has as much strategic significance
to China, Russia, and the United States as arsenals of weapons of mass destruction. For
the non-nuclear states, such as Japan and South Korea, missile defenses have become a far
more daunting task.

In the midst of this burgeoning problem for Asia, both South Korea and Japan are considering
what may be needed to bolster the U.S. military’s capabilities in the region and/or what
they might do to bolster their own military power. The diplomacy that may be emerging
over Kim Jong-un’s arsenal will thus need to consider the broader context of Asia’s rapidly
evolving military balance. No longer is denuclearization sufficient. Pyongyang’s missile
arsenal will also be under scrutiny, and there are difficult questions for Beijing, Washington,
and Moscow should a broader disarmament effort for Northeast Asia be pursued.
Whether Kim Jong-un’s neighbors are prepared to build a regional disarmament regime
remains to be seen, but without it, the global management of nuclear technology will be
difficult to sustain.

Trump, Moon and Abe: The Decisions Ahead

The U.S.-Japan-ROK trilateral has always faced the challenge of synchronizing national
approaches to the North Korea problem. All three democracies elect leaders who put their
own stamp on how to deal with Pyongyang. Since Kim Jong-il announced his withdrawal
from the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, all three nations have had
multiple turnovers in government, and these leadership transitions have colored the effort
to respond to North Korea’s proliferation and shaped alliance responses.

In contrast, North Korea has had one family in power, three generations of dictatorship
that have sought the wherewithal to build sufficient military power to ensure their
regime’s survival. Kim Jong-il’s son now has the opportunity to realize the Kim dynasty’s
dream of becoming a nuclear power. Whatever their belief in how Pyongyang’s nuclear
testing and missile launches affect China’s interests, China’s leaders—three since the mid-
1990s—certainly understand from their own history that acquiring a nuclear arsenal brings
with it status and a considerable degree of independence from the whims of those with
nuclear power.

Leaders matter—and have taken risks—in diplomacy with North Korea. In the United
States, South Korea, and Japan, elections have often produced a reset in North Korea policy.
Four U.S. presidential administrations have worked on the nuclear proliferation problem.
In South Korea, five presidents have sought to cope with the North’s nuclear ambitions;
and in Japan, no less than fourteen prime ministers have wrestled with the problem over
the past two-plus decades. Notable overtures by various leaders have caught others by
surprise and created distrust in motives among the three allies. South Korea’s progressive
political leaders have produced more opportunity for dialogue with the North, starting with
Kim Dae-jung’s “Sunshine diplomacy” and his famous summit meeting with Kim Jong-il in
2000. Roh Moo-hyun, elected in 2003, continued that path of direct dialogue, and he too
met with Kim Jong-il, in 2007. Now Moon Jae-in and Kim Jong-un will carry on that legacy,
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once again asserting the primacy of the two Koreas in the effort to negotiate a lasting peace
on the peninsula. Today, however, Moon faces the prospect of a North Korea that can
threaten others far beyond the Korean Peninsula, and thus his hands are tied far more than
his predecessors.

Japan too has had its moments of engagement with Pyongyang. In their 2002 Pyongyang
Declaration, Koizumi and Kim Jong-il outlined a moratorium on missile testing and a
sustained effort at finding the remaining Japanese in North Korea.?® Even Abe has tried
his hand at direct negotiations with Kim in 2013 over investigating the whereabouts of the
Japanese abductees.?

Washington, however, has insisted on prioritizing the North’s nuclear program and has
tended to see the idea of a direct meeting with Pyongyang at the leadership level as reward
for denuclearization rather than as a step in the negotiating process. Pyongyang’s desire
for normal diplomatic ties with the United States could be realized if and when it gives up
its nuclear weapons. The Clinton administration seemed ready to take a risk on a summit
meeting, but it was insufficiently impressed with Kim Jong-il’s follow-through on the 1994
Agreed Framework. When it was discovered that the Kim regime had a clandestine uranium
enrichment program underway despite its pledge to end production of plutonium, the Bush
administration abruptly shifted gears away from negotiations to coercive sanctions. Calling
North Korea part of an “axis of evil,” President George W. Bush condemned the Kim regime
not only for its proliferation but also for its human rights abuses.?

Sustaining engagement with North Korea requires keeping all three leaders committed to
diplomacy and to a unified strategy for pursuing a common end game. Synchronizing this
takes considerable effort—and trust. Today’s moment is no different. As Abe and Trump
argued for “maximum pressure” and sanctions in 2017, Moon was hoping to find a way to
entice Kim Jong-un to the table. The stakes are always higher for Seoul, and as the Trump
administration’s rhetoric on the preventive use of force seemed increasingly real, the
pressures on Moon only grew.?

The unpredictability of the Trump administration’s approach to Kim makes formulating
a trilateral strategy far more difficult. Allied leaders were shaken as the U.S. president
threatened Kim Jong-un with “fire and fury the likes of which have never been seen.”?’

In Tokyo, Abe campaigned in Japan’s October 2017 election on his ability to manage the
North Korean crisis, and for many Japanese, his relationship with Trump was one of the
reasons for his success.”® Abe’s close consultations with Trump are reassuring, but the
lack of consultation before Trump decided to meet with Kim shook the confidence of the
Japanese government. In South Korea, Moon is given a lot of credit for persuading Trump to
pursue diplomacy with Kim. After his meeting with Kim, his support soared.?® South Koreans
are grateful for Trump’s willingness to buy into the idea of a summit with Kim, even though
there is ample reason to worry about what it will produce.

The Japan-South Korea Hurdle

Now that Moon has succeeded in realizing a summit with Kim Jong-un, the Japan-ROK
relationship will need particular attention. The most often cited challenge to effective
trilateral policy coordination has been the difficult relationship between Seoul and Tokyo.
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Troubled by war memory politics in both nations, Seoul and Tokyo have had difficulty
overcoming the raw sentiments surrounding residual South Korean grievances over colonial
and wartime behavior by Japanese. The most recent effort to address those grievances was
the so-called “comfort women” agreement forged by President Park Geun-hye and Abe in
2015. Before this agreement, two years of estrangement at the highest level of government
had made for an explosion of anti-Japanese sentiment in South Korea and a similar rise
in anti-Korean sentiment in Japan. Obama facilitated a leadership meeting at The Hague
in 2014, opening the way for a restart of bilateral talks about how to overcome these
differences. The result was the settlement by private Japanese companies of compensation
for the forced labor of Koreans, and a government-to-government agreement to establish
a fund to be administered by the South Korean government for the women subjected to
forcible sex work in brothels used by Japan’s imperial military. Yet the Korean public rejected
this agreement when Park was impeached, and in the campaign for president that resulted,
all the candidates openly called for renegotiation of the agreement.

Once in office, however, Moon sought to separate the difficult issues associated with his
country’s colonial and war legacy from contemporary diplomacy. Abe too had attempted
the same path when he had come into office, and his chief cabinet secretary undertook
a policy review of past statements on the “comfort women” to clear the political air at
home for a new discussion with Park.*° Both Abe and Moon organized a policy review and
an oversight panel of various non-governmental experts and stakeholders on the past
agreements on the “comfort women.” Facing pressure from within their own supporters
and parties, both leaders have tried to find a resolution that will allow their relationship
to develop in other areas. On December 27, 2017, Moon announced the results of his
advisory committee, and while expressing his dissatisfaction with the 2015 agreement, he
acknowledged it represented a formal commitment by the South Korean government, and
he would not reopen it.3* Despite the difficult politics of the past, the rising tensions with
North Korea brought Abe and Moon together. Not only did the two U.S. allies coordinate
their military responses to Kim’s missile launches, but they also coordinated their sanctions
against the North.

Again, as the diplomatic breakthrough with Kim Jong-un develops, the interests of Seoul
and Tokyo are likely to diverge somewhat. Seoul welcomes the opening of talks and is
cautiously optimistic about the prospects for a peace regime on the peninsula. Moreover,
it is difficult to ignore the emotional impact on South Koreans of the unified Korean teams
at the Olympics and the visit of Kim Jong-un’s sister to the games. A South Korean K-pop
group performed in Pyongyang—an amazing display of optimism in a country that rarely
experiences unscripted performances, let alone the globally recognized talent to be found
in South Korea.*? But the historic meeting between Moon and Kim at Panmunjom has
raised the bar on past summitry between South and North Korea. Today, in its wake, South
Koreans visit a movie set to perform the scene of crossing the divide between those blue
huts to embrace the notion of peace.®

Japanese views on North Korea are also emotional, but in a far different way. Angered by
Kim Jong-il’s admission that his regime systematically abducted citizens from Japan’s shores
and from European travel destinations, Japanese continue to see North Korea as a nation
that violated their borders and stole their people. Many blame past Japanese governments
for weakness in allowing the country to be so easily penetrated by a foreign nation. But
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the more widespread sentiment in Japan is one of sympathy for the families of those taken
decades ago. The parents of those abducted as children or young adults are now elderly.
Their faces are now well known to all Japanese, and their personal losses are felt keenly
across society.3* Most important, Japanese blame their government for not protecting them
from these abuses and for failing to gain their return to Japan. Even Abe cannot ignore this
national sentiment as he considers this newest opening to Pyongyang.

Conclusion

The negotiating process unfolding with North Korea will test the U.S. allies in Northeast Asia
far more than the military crisis that Kim Jong-un’s missile launches created. Once more,
Seoul will be looking for engagement and talks with Kim Jong-un to end hostilities and to
ensure peace. Tokyo, on the other hand, will want more. It will want not only complete,
verifiable, and irreversible nuclear disarmament; it will also want a reduction in North
Korea’s missile arsenal. Japan has felt an escalating military pressure from Pyongyang. With
China’s rise as a backdrop, Japanese policymakers are feeling their country’s vulnerability
in a rapidly changing Northeast Asia. Furthermore, an unpredictable U.S. president with
an increasingly hardline cabinet also suggests a more fraught sense of the steps forward.
Trump’s insistence on America First has left both allies worried that their interests
will be abandoned in the course of negotiating with Kim Jong-un. Close consultations
among the three leaders can mitigate those fears, and yet there is still a sense that anything
might happen.

Kim Jong-un has proven more adept at diplomacy than most in the region imagined. Kim’s
rapprochement with Xi Jinping reveals a far more geostrategic impulse at play in these
sequential summits. Knitting together a strategy for Seoul, Tokyo, and Washington in the
midst of this chess game will be a challenge. Moon, Abe, and Trump will need to be adroit
and adaptive. But they must also look beyond the next summit. Nothing less than the
future of Northeast Asia is at stake, and with it, seventy or more years of alliance history is
up for grabs. Old grievances cannot hold sway here if Japan, South Korea, and the United
States are all to emerge with greater security from this process of peace building on the
Korean Peninsula.
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