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About the Korea Economic
Institute of America

KEl is the premier U.S. think tank and public outreach organization solely dedicated to
helping Americans understand the breadth and importance of our relations with the
Republic of Korea. Through its publications, social media, programs, and public events, KEI
seeks to advance scholarship and understanding of Korea in ways that will inform policy-
makers and the American public of the security, economic, and political implications of
our connections to the Korean Peninsula.

To produce accurate and in-depth analysis, KEI draws on the expertise of its resident
staff; provides a platform on which leading writers, thinkers and commentators from the
United States, Korea, and third countries can share their research and opinion; promotes
scholarship by commissioning and publishing original articles; and hosts public and
off-the-record conversations among policy makers and opinion leaders. The point of
these activities is to ensure that decisions — whether made by government officials
or private citizens — are soundly based within the context of the Korean Peninsula’s
complexity and significance.

KEl maintains strong connections with its partner think tanks in Washington and with
the academic community throughout the United States. Its “Academic Paper Series,”
“Academic Symposium,” and “University Programs” ensure that the best in research and
scholarship on Korea are shared among experts and are available to students and the
general public. All KEI's publications are accessible free of charge.

Although most of its activities take place at its Washington, DC headquarters, KEI is
committed to engaging the public throughout the United States. Programs such as the
“Future of Korea,” held in partnership with the World Affairs Councils of America, and
the “Ambassadors’ Dialogue” bring Korean and American diplomats to venues across
the country to discuss current events and the overall U.S.-ROK relationship. Participating
officials value the opportunities KEI provide to speak to, and hear from, communities
beyond the Washington DC area.

KEI continues to expand its social media presence. Its blog, “The Peninsula”; podcast,
“Korea Kontext,” and livestream and recorded video allow those interested in Korea
outside the Washington, DC beltway to engage with KEI and the U.S.-Korea alliance on
issues of trade, culture, and security. KEI invites you to like its Facebook page and to
follow us on Twitter and Instagram.

The U.S. partnership with the Republic of Korea is strong and based on enduring values
and interests, but it cannot be taken for granted. KEl is committed to keeping our
understanding of the relationship current.

For more information about these programs and upcoming events at KEI, please visit our
website, www.keia.org.

KEl is contractually affiliated with the Korea Institute for International Economic Policy (KIEP), a public policy
research institute located in Seoul and funded by the government of the Republic of Korea.



Preface

At the Korea Economic Institute of America (KEI), we foster connections to advance United
States-Republic of Korea ties. Through bringing together people with an interest in topics
of importance to this relationship, KEI works to further mutual understanding between our
two countries. As the region is being shaped by major new developments, the sharing of
ideas continues to be of great importance. Our 2019 Academic Symposium, through which
we endeavor to bridge the academic and policy communities, contributes to understanding
crucial questions in the Asia-Pacific.

In 2019 we were pleased to return to the International Studies Association (ISA) annual
conference for three panels in Toronto, Canada. The conference featured over 6,000
international affairs scholars from around the world with a wide range of research interests
and regional specializations to present papers and hold discussions on contemporary issues.
We were also pleased to organize a fourth group of experts to contribute to the final section
of this volume.

Marking eight years of collaboration, KEI again turned to the skills and insights of Dr. Gilbert
Rozman, the emeritus Musgrave Professor of Sociology at Princeton University, to serve as
the Editor-in-Chief for this Joint U.S. - Korea Academic Studies volume and as an advisor to
KEl's programs at the ISA conference. This partnership has once more brought together an
excellent group of scholars and practitioners.

The experts in this volume have thoughtfully addressed themes that are pervasive
throughout Asia and are timely for the U.S.-Korea alliance. Kim Jong-un’s turn to diplomacy
in 2018 put the spotlight on the United States and the two Koreas to reach a solution to the
North Korea nuclear issues issue. The authors in the first section, however, analyze another
important trio of countries—North Korea, Russia, and China—which could significantly
influence the ongoing talks among Washington, Seoul, and Pyongyang. The second section
analyzes another recent major shift in the region, namely the increase of foreign government
interference in domestic affairs amid a decline in values-driven diplomacy. Authors in this
section assess Beijing’s efforts to influence domestic actors in key democratic partners as
well as similar actions taken by Pyongyang in South Korea. As Trump elapses two years
in office, the penultimate section examines the impact of Washington’s “America First”
economic policies on the region so far. The chapters in the final section provide overviews
of media reactions in South Korea, Japan, Russia, and China to the lack of an agreement
resulting from the Trump-Kim summit in Hanoi, highlighting key concerns and preferences
for the diplomatic path forward of each country.

Whether our connection with you is new or continuing, we hope you enjoy the 30th edition
of the Joint U.S.-Korea Academic Studies volume.

Ambassador (ret.) Kathleen Stephens

President and CEO, Korea Economic Institute of America
July 2019
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Introduction

The triangle of Beijing-Moscow-Pyongyang has great significance for the geopolitics of not
only Northeast Asia, but the globe. It played a critical role in the 1950 launching of the
Korean War, when the Cold War took shape. It became the subject of much speculation in
the 2000s, when the Six-Party Talks offered hope that the post-Cold War framework could
become one of trust based on shared interests in peace and stability and joint prosperity
focused on Northeast Asia. Today, it is again worthy of close attention, as diplomacy has
intensified in an atmosphere of increasing polarization. Various alternatives for the future
of this triangle have recently been suggested.

The options offered for the emerging China-Russia-North Korea triangle include the
following. One, a North Korean defection centered on a deal with the United States and
an understanding with South Korea allowing for gradual inter-Korean integration with
economics in the forefront. Two, a Chinese sphere of influence, which Russia is too weak to
resist and North Korea prefers to the danger of regime change through Korean integration
and U.S. demands for openness and human rights. Three, a balanced triangular alliance,
where North Korea resumes playing off its allies in Beijing and Moscow without having
to take the side of either, but this time without a serious split between the two great
powers. Four, maximum autonomy of Pyongyang carving space among the five states most
concerned with its destiny, leaving this triangle with no more significance than the triangle
with the U.S. and South Korea. Fast-moving, diplomatic developments in 2018-2019 provide
some evidence for assessing these alternative outcomes.

The five chapters in Part | give us differing perspectives on what is transpiring within the
triangular configuration. Each sets forth some of the details for how Sino-North Korean
and Russian-North Korean relations have been changing. All interpret the state of Sino-
Russian ties at the end of the 2010s. They differ on the angle they take on the Sino-Russian-
North Korean triangle. One reflects on Japan’s thinking. One draws South Korea heavily
into the analysis. A few stress the Sino-Russian nexus. The fifth chapter offers details about
energy issues. Together, they explore a process of transformation still at an early stage after
sanctions were pressed through 2017 and as diplomacy was reaching its full fruition in 2018
with uncertainty building through early 2019.

Authors have been asked to consider where this triangle is heading, looking back on recent
diplomacy and keeping in mind the strategic thinking of the various states. Their arguments
were tentatively prepared prior to the Hanoi summit of Donald Trump and Kim Jong-un
on February 27-28 and finalized in the aftermath of that meeting as developments kept
unfolding. This is a fast-changing situation; authors can only capture what has transpired
in the recent turn to diplomacy and offer a snapshot of where things were with informed
commentary on where they may now be heading. At the end of April, chapters were last
updated to cover the Putin-Kim summit in Vladivostok.

Drawing on the first three chapters, the following questions are addressed: 1) Why have
Sino-Russian relations strengthened and how strong is this relationship? 2) What is North
Korea’s role in that? 3) How much overlap is there between the policy priorities of the
two in dealing with the North? 4) What challenges do the two have in coordination? 5)
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What is the impact of the U.S.? and 6) To what extent are triangular ties with Pyongyang
being institutionalized? The final two chapters are covered in more traditional fashion,
summarizing and interpreting their main points.

Robert Sutter, “Sino-Russian Relations,
South Korea, and North Korea”

Stephen Blank, “The North Korean Factor
In the Sino-Russian Alliance”

Brian G. Carlson, “Sino-Russian Relations
and Security Ties to North Korea”

Why have Sino-Russian relations strengthened and how strong is
this relationship?

Blank describes Sino-Russian relations as an alliance, predicts the return of bipolarity that
characterized the Cold War in Northeast Asia, albeit in altered and looser form, and foresees
a recurrence of the dynamics whereby North Korea facilitated the Soviet-Chinese alliance
during the Korean War. Russia’s Vostok-2018 exercise that also involved Chinese forces
originally reflected apprehension about a U.S. strike on North Korea that could oblige them
to respond, and the overall schedule of Sino-Russian military exercises of 2017-2018 was
probably conceived of and implemented to thwart a U.S.-led invasion of North Korea, Blank
argues. The earlier Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) installations generated
a Chinese trade and economic war against South Korea and also enhanced Sino-Russian
military coordination. These are all evidence of how the security situation in Northeast Asia
is becoming polarized with Korea in the forefront.

Washington would benefit from viewing Korean issues primarily as regional security
questions. Russia and China do so, notes Blank. For both, it is essential to be recognized
as major if not dominant actors on the Korean Peninsula. If their ability to influence
developments on their immediate periphery is diminished, then their ability to play a global
great power role will also be reduced. Russian analyses follow China in blaming Washington
for North Korea’s continuing nuclearization due to U.S. threats against it. Russia and China
argue, to Pyongyang’s delight, that Washington must initiate concessions, e.g. formally
ending the Korean War, reducing sanctions, giving security guarantees, and ceasing its
threats while deferring denuclearization. Overlapping thinking in Moscow and Beijing on
Korea, thus should serve as a wake-up call in other countries.

The chapters list many factors drawing Moscow and Beijing close, although Carlson finds
that one factor that has held them back from establishing a formal political-military alliance
is the unwillingness of both countries to be dragged into the other’s regional conflicts.
Yet, Korea is viewed as a shared regional interest, even if Moscow accepts that Beijing’s
interests prevail. In historical memory, national identity, and geopolitical interests, it boosts
their common cause.
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What is North Korea’s role in improving Sino-Russian relations?

Sutter considers how the Sino-Russian relationship reacted to the major changes on the
Korean Peninsula brought on by the string of remarkable developments there since 2017.
He lists those developments as: the Trump administration’s pressure against North Korean
nuclear weapons development in 2017; the North’s abrupt shift away from confrontation
and toward negotiations with the U.S. and South Korea in early 2018; the subsequent
dramatic shift toward top-level U.S.-North Korea negotiations to ease tensions and improve
relations seen in Trump’s meetings with Kim Jong-un in June 2018 and February 2019; and
active, related North Korean summitry with South Korea and China. He finds that China and
Russia in ties with both Koreas worked together to offset U.S. pressures and undermine
U.S. influence, with Russia, putting aside concerns, repeatedly siding with China in playing
second fiddle to it on matters there. China, for its part, seemed comfortable with close
cooperative relations with Russia in dealing with Korean matters.

The dispositions of Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping support forecasts of closer relations, Sutter
says. The momentum is based on: 1) common objectives and values; 2) perceived Russian
and Chinese vulnerabilities in the face of U.S. and Western pressures; and 3) perceived
opportunities for the two powers to expand their influence at the expense of U.S. and allied
powers seen in decline. Russia and China work separately and together to complicate and
curb U.S. power and influence in world politics, economy, and security. The dramatic rise
in tensions on the Korean Peninsula followed by the equally dramatic U.S.-North Korean
summitry provided repeated opportunities for Beijing and Moscow to work together in
support of their interests and at odds with U.S. ones.

Blank offers five reasons why North Korea has brought China and Russia closer together,
despite three reasons for why this should not be occurring. The facilitating factors are:
1) historical great power identity; 2) denial of a U.S. identity victory seen as a “color
revolution”; 3) a geopolitical test reshaping the Northeast Asian region in opposition to
the U.S. presence and U.S. alliances; 4) each government’s view that North Korea can
become a strong ally under the right conditions; and 5) positive assumptions in each about
economic integration with North Korea if it resolves the nuclear crisis in the right manner,
albeit conflicting in some details. The factors that complicate a sustained alliance are: 1) the
traditional North Korean tactics to play China off against Russia; 2) Russian concern about
China’s dominance leaving Russia with little economic benefit or prospects for multipolarity
in Northeast Asia; and 3) Chinese insistence on unilaterally subordinating North Korea to its
policies with scant regard for Russia’s role. All these factors have appeared intermittently,
but in 2018-2019 we see more clearly how they combine to boost Russian-Chinese alliance
ties, and the prospects of a three-way alliance, concludes Blank.

During the period leading up to the turn toward diplomacy on the Korean Peninsula that
began in 2018, China and Russia achieved close cooperation in addressing the North Korean
nuclear crisis. This cooperation was one of the most striking examples of the increasingly
close relationship that the two have forged in recent years amid a downturn in both
countries’ relations with the U.S., argues Carlson. All three chapters trace how coordination
regarding North Korea’s relationship with the U.S. has deepened between Moscow and
Beijing, leading to qualified support for tougher UN Security Council sanctions in 2017 and
softer attitudes for relaxing those sanctions in the 2018 diplomacy.
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How much overlap is there between the policy priorities of the two in dealing
with the North?

The policy priorities of China and Russia on the Korean Peninsula overlap significantly, all
the chapters argue. Apart from Taiwan, there is no more important area along Beijing’s
periphery—the longstanding focus of its foreign and security policy—than the Korean
Peninsula. What happens in Korea impacts directly China’s longstanding efforts to offset the
threat posed by the large American security presence along China’s all-important maritime
frontier. Serious disruption in Korea would have a large impact on the adjoining Chinese
provinces that are critically important in Beijing’s economic development. It would cast a
pall over Chinese broader plans for economic development. A bottom line among Chinese
interests in Korea is preserving stability. Optimally, Beijing seeks to sustain and develop
the independent North Korean state through economic reforms and international outreach
that would preserve the advantages China sees in division of the peninsula rather than
risking the negative consequences that regime change could involve, explains Sutter. Russia
is seen as having no less compelling geostrategic, economic, and national identity reasons
for sustaining the North Korean regime.

In the face of U.S.-backed pressure on North Korea to end its nuclear weapons program and
related ballistic missile development, China tends to focus on ways to preserve stability that
work against such disruptive interventions and advance Chinese advantages in relations
with North Korea. In this process, Beijing at various times has seen South Korea more
willing than the U.S. to support more positive engagement with North Korea. It has sought
to work more closely with Seoul in those instances, often in ways that divide Seoul from
Washington. The significance of the common ground seemed diluted by the backwash of the
acute dispute between the two countries over the deployment in 2017 of the U.S. THAAD
anti-ballistic missile system in South Korea and China’s unofficial, very damaging economic
sanctions against South Korean businesses. In late 2017, Beijing and Seoul negotiated at
least a pause in their dispute. For Russia, dividing Seoul from Washington and stopping
THAAD also were strategic goals.

China and Russia welcome the current process but recognize the difficulty of achieving a
diplomatic resolution of the crisis. As this process unfolds, China and Russia are likely to
continue their close coordination, with China taking the lead and Russia largely playing
a supportive role. The similarity of Chinese and Russian views on international issues,
especially their shared opposition to a U.S.-dominated international system and to claims
of the universal applicability of liberal values, suggests that their close partnership is likely
to endure for the foreseeable future. Similarity in the two countries’ perceptions of their
security interests on the peninsulaindicates that their close cooperation on this issue is likely
to persist. Yet, authors note that if reunification eventually becomes a serious possibility,
Russia’s eagerness to increase its regional influence through joint economic projects with
the peninsula could create tension with China, which would be concerned about the impact
of such developments on its own relative power in the region. Such an outcome remains a
distant prospect, however, Sutter explains. As explained by Christoffersen in the summary
below, the struggle over Chinese bilateralism and multilateralism has started.

Moscow scrupulously avoids steps that would potentially upset its leading strategic partner
and is unlikely to take substantial initiatives on the peninsula that run against the basic
interests of China. It is well aware that Korea is vital for China’s security, recognizing that
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Beijing’s stakes in the peninsula are significantly higher. Yet. Russia sustains ambitions to
play a leading role in the North Korean nuclear crisis as part of its overall effort to enhance
its profile in East Asia. At the end of April 2019 Putin hosted Kim Jong-un, raising Putin’s
profile in the diplomacy over the Korean Peninsula, while giving Kim a chance to showcase
other options after the Hanoi failure.

How much overlap is there between the risks of diplomacy to China and Russia?

The surprising thaw leading to the June 2018 U.S.-North Korea summit seemed to put
at risk Chinese interests and influence. A possible U.S.-North Korean reconciliation could
marginalize China. Chinese leaders are aware that North Korean officials have repeatedly
demonstrated antagonism to China when they have interacted privately with American
officials. North Korea has a long history of maneuvering among larger powers. Reconciliation
could result in much stronger North Korean independence backed by the U.S., which could
seriously complicate China’s ambitions in Northeast Asia. Such calculations seemed behind
Xi’s abrupt shift away from his wariness toward Kim Jong-un. China eased implementation of
sanctions in exchange for less confrontational North Korean behavior, although it generally
adhered to the strict terms of the UN Security Council sanctions. Yet, Beijing provided
leverage and backing as Kim Jong-un dealt with Trump. Xi held four summits in China with
Kim in a single year.

Putin has tailored his approach to the region in ways that enhance Russia’s alignment and
avoid serious friction with China. The result over the past two years has seen collaborative
Russian-Chinese efforts pursuing interests at odds with the United States. Russia’s relations
with North Korea in recent years have continued to improve, even when China’s relations
with Pyongyang declined. North Korea’s support for Russia in the UN after the invasion of
Crimea led to a reassessment of its value as a partner. As China in 2017 used economic
leverage against North Korea, Russia avoided such pressure, smuggled oil to North Korea,
and improved its political relations with Kim’s regime. Yet, Kim’s visit to Vladivostok saw
no notable easing of sanctions. South Korea was the only U.S. ally which did not impose
sanctions on Russia in 2014. Moon Jae-in’s visit to Moscow and summit with Putin in
June 2018 appeared friendlier than Moon’s visit with Xi in Beijing six months earlier. After
Moon took office in May 2017, Russia sought to capitalize on his interest. Sino-Russian
coordination has been incomplete, but it is growing.

What is the impact of the U.S.?

Both China and Russia view the issues of the Korean Peninsula through the prism of global
security and their competition with the U.S. They seek to reduce the U.S. security presence
in Northeast Asia, and they accuse the U.S. of using North Korea’s nuclear weapons
program and provocative behavior as a pretext for strengthening this presence. They are
particularly concerned about U.S. deployment of THAAD in South Korea. Opposition to
THAAD represented the continuation of sustained efforts by China and Russia to resist the
expansion of U.S. missile defense dating back to the 1990s. As the North Korean nuclear
crisis intensified in 2016 and especially in 2017, China and Russia closely coordinated
their responses to events. They expressed a shared position clearly in a July 4, 2017 joint
declaration. As much as North Korea’s nuclear weapons and belligerent behavior may
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irritate them, their goal of limiting the U.S. military presence in the region overrides these
concerns. Unless the U.S. agrees to limit its regional military presence, China and Russia will
continue to support the regime and attempt to ensure its survival.

Chinese leaders have become increasingly irritated with North Korea’s behavior in recent
years and increasingly supportive of international sanctions against the regime. China
recognizes that North Korea’s nuclear weapons program serves as the only reliable
deterrent against a potential U.S. attack on the regime in Pyongyang. It thereby serves
China’s interests by ensuring the continued survival of North Korea as a buffer state for
China. North Korea’s provocations create demands on U.S. military resources and attention,
potentially reducing pressure on China. Chinese leaders also recognize that progress in the
construction of North Korean nuclear weapons and intercontinental ballistic missiles has
the potential to weaken U.S. alliances in Asia. These programs could increasingly call into
question the willingness of U.S. citizens to put their own cities at risk on behalf of their
Asian allies’ security. Along with Russia, China has sought to ensure that a reduction of
the U.S. security footprint in Northeast Asia accompanies steps toward denuclearization
by North Korea. China supports the goal of denuclearization only if it occurs in a way that
preserves its perceived security interests. Despite its official opposition to North Korea’s
possession of nuclear weapons, Russia professes understanding for the motives behind it
and assigns a significant amount of blame for the crisis to the U.S.

China and Russia took a “good cop/bad cop” approach. China, which was experiencing a
relatively warm period in relations with the U.S. following Xi Jinping’s meeting with Trump
at Mar-a-Lago, Florida, in March 2017, was willing to support slightly tougher sanctions
than it had previously. Russia was more reluctant, viewing sanctions as an ineffective means
to induce changes in North Korean behavior, but it ultimately agreed to follow China’s lead.
China and Russia nevertheless succeeded in weakening U.S. sanctions proposals. Most
notably, they rejected the U.S. proposal for a total crude oil embargo. The turn toward
diplomacy on the Korean Peninsula during 2018 changed some of China’s calculations.
As the crisis intensified during 2017, China sought to use its influence over North Korea
as leverage in relations with the United States. China hoped that its willingness to apply
diplomatic and economic pressure on North Korea would help to achieve more favorable
U.S. policies regarding such issues as Taiwan, the South China Sea, and trade. Now, with
the turn toward diplomacy, China had to be alert to the possibility that North Korea would
return to its time-worn tactic of playing on divisions for great-power rivalry.

Above all, China and Russia were determined to limit and ultimately reduce the U.S.
military presence in Northeast Asia, including the deployment of missile defense systems.
The security interests of China and Russia on the peninsula are not identical, especially
regarding the long-term prospects for reunification, but their interests are likely to remain
largely aligned for the foreseeable future, asserts Carlson. China and Russia welcomed
the turn toward diplomacy that began in 2018, which essentially followed their preferred
course of a moratorium on North Korean nuclear and missile tests and a corresponding
pause in the conduct of U.S.-South Korean joint military exercises. Yet, the two countries
remained skeptical about the prospects. China is widely expected to intervene in any
war on the Korean Peninsula, as it did in 1950. China’s paramount goal, however, is to
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dramatically reduce and ultimately eliminate the U.S. presence in Northeast Asia, as in
the wider Asia-Pacific region, allowing China to establish itself as the dominant regional
power. China supports the eventual reunification of the peninsula, but only as a country
that is, at minimum, neutral. With no prospect of such an outcome currently in sight, China
is likely to persist in its belief that the status quo is preferable to any unification process
for the foreseeable future. Russia has many of the same caveats, but it has a stronger
interest than China in reunification or at least a much closer relationship between the two
Koreas. Unification or integration would allow Russia to pursue economic projects that
could stimulate the development of the Russian Far East, expand Russia’s influence on the
peninsula, and enhance Russia’s profile in the Asia-Pacific region. Yet, for the foreseeable
future, Russia and China are focused on addressing the immediate crisis, in which their
interests are largely aligned.

Beijing’s persuasion, not U.S. concerns, reportedly drove Russia in December 2017
to agree to tough sanctions. In their joint statement in July 2017, Putin and Xi said that
tensions on the Korean Peninsula should not be used as a pretext for expanded U.S.
military capabilities and opposed THAAD as detrimental to their own security interests and
ineffective in achieving denuclearization or peace and stability in Northeast Asia. This paved
the way for Russia agreeing with China on sanctions. Their unified position on the crisis
combined previous Chinese proposals of a “double freeze” (the halt of nuclear and missile
programs by the North in exchange for suspension of massive U.S.-ROK military drills) and
“parallel advancement” (simultaneous talks on denuclearization and the creation of peace
mechanisms on the peninsula) with a Russian-proposed stage-by-stage Korean settlement
plan. It was the first time that China and Russia so clearly articulated their common position
with respect to the North, Sutter explains, adding that they explicitly link the resolution
of the North Korea problem to America’s willingness to make major strategic concessions
in Northeast Asia.

While China exercised severe economic pressure on North Korea through substantial
diminution of its trade with the country in 2017-2018, the advent of talks with the U.S. has
led to new optimism. China is now apparently urging North Korea to join its Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI), arguing it would prosper by doing so. This move would reduce its economic
exposure to a politically dangerous situation, yet would also subordinate North Korea’s
economy to China. Yet, North Korea has never fully trusted either Beijing or Moscow and
fears either abandonment or efforts to suppress its independence. One reason for building
nuclear weapons is the desire to achieve independence from both those powers and force
them to offer resources to sustain it. Pyongyang still will not undertake the kinds of reforms
launched by Vietnam or China, presumably due to fears of their political consequences.

The U.S presence would dramatically reduce Russia’s projected main instrument for gaining
leverage over either or both Korean states, i.e. the generation-long proposal for a Trans-
Siberian and then Trans-Korean Railway (TSR-TKR). Likewise, if the U.S. can steer the
negotiations with North Korea, this would likely mean preserving a sizable U.S. military
presence in both South Korea and Japan that both Beijing and Moscow see as directed
against them. Lastly, to the degree that Washington can successfully steer the negotiations,
that outcome would greatly enhance its standing across Asia at China’s expense. The earlier
THAAD installations generated a Chinese trade and economic war against South Korea and
enhanced Sino-Russian military coordination. If we reckon with all of the economic, military-
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strategic, and ideological-political interests, we easily see that both Moscow and Beijing
have compelling and, more crucially, comingled ideological-political-strategic-economic
interests in common against the U.S., concludes Blank. Accordingly, they cannot easily
permit North Korea to act independently in ways that sideline them even if they both need
and desire a détente in Northeast Asia that minimizes the risks of a war in Korea. These
interests correlate with their expectations regarding North Korea’s role in their regional
economic designs, as in Russian obsession with proposed infrastructure projects.

To what extent are triangular ties with Pyongyang being institutionalized?

The combination of the Xi Jinping-Kim Jong-un rapprochement with the already cordial
Russia-North Korea relations led to tentative institutionalization of a Beijing-Moscow-
Pyongyang bloc. In October 2018, Russia, China, and North Korea, represented by deputy
foreign ministers, held in Moscow their first official trilateral meeting and called for the
easing of the UN Security Council sanctions against North Korea to reward Pyongyang for its
efforts at denuclearization. This is a consequence of the fact that the pattern of security ties
between Russia and North Korea bears many similarities to those of the China-North Korea
relationship. Russia views North Korea’s nuclear tests and missile launches as potentially
destabilizing for regional security. It considers North Korea’s nuclear weapons program and
provocative behavior to be a pretext for U.S. regional military buildups that are at least
partly directed at the containment of Russia as well as China. Like China, Russia wants to
maintain North Korea as a buffer state. In their view, the U.S. should first ease sanctions as
a reward for North Korea’s willingness to enter negotiations, then engage in a step-by-step
process in which the two sides trade reciprocal concessions. The three chapters suggest
the potential for institutionalized trilateral security coordination, but they leave unclear
North Korea's interest and the timing that could lead to this outcome in light of ongoing U.S.
diplomacy or China’s reluctance to incite a break with the U.S.

James D.J. Brown, “Japan’s Strategy to Keep
the North Koreans and Chinese Down, the
Americans in, and the Russians Neutral”

North Korea, China, and Russia each present Japan with specific security concerns, explains
Brown, adding that Japan also faces the added worry that these three countries will
increasingly coordinate their activities within the region. Even if they do not actually forge
a strategic triangle, there remains the threat that they could join together on certain issues,
forming a “loose coalition” to counter the interests of Japan and its U.S. ally. This is related
to the fact that while there may be some common ground regarding the ultimate goal of
denuclearization, Beijing and Moscow are diametrically opposed to Tokyo’s position when
it comes to the question of how to achieve this. The Japanese government has maintained
a hard-line position, even though Abe Shinzo has conceded that he too would be willing to
meet Kim, conditional on that contributing to the resolution of the abductions issue.

Tokyo is worried that Beijing and Moscow are increasingly making common cause with
Pyongyang, argues Brown. This impression was strengthened in October 2018, when the
deputy foreign ministers of Russia, China, and North Korea met in Moscow. Furthermore,
there have been allegations that China and Russia are becoming increasingly lax in enforcing
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existing international sanctions. Two factors make the situation especially troublesome:
the poisonous state of relations between Japan and South Korea, and Trump’s leadership,
not intervening to smooth out tensions between U.S. allies, but contributing to Japan’s
sense of regional insecurity. This is a consequence of Trump’s “America First” foreign policy
and the transactional approach that he takes to alliances. Thus. Japan’s security situation
is alarming. The country faces not only the individual security challenges posed by North
Korea, China, and Russia, but also the danger of increased cooperation between these
three nuclear-armed neighbors. What is more, at just the time when Tokyo needs reliable
partners, it finds itself dealing with a South Korean government that it considers chronically
untrustworthy and a U.S. administration that often seems less like a loyal friend and more
like an increasingly expensive supplier of commercial security services.

Japan’s current strategy can be characterized as aiming to keep the North Koreans and
Chinese down, the Americans in, and the Russians neutral, concludes Brown. Despite
feelers toward Kim Jong-un for a summit and a supposedly breakthrough summit between
Abe and Xi Jinping, no fundamental change has taken place in Japan’s policy. The Japanese
leadership remains just as wary of both Pyongyang and Beijing as previously, and the
guiding principle of Japan’s strategy remains to contain North Korea and China. Rather than
indicating a true reorientation of strategy, Japan’s seemingly changed approach has been
driven by the need to respond to alterations in U.S. policy towards North Korea and by the
priority of avoiding a crisis in relations with China.

The Japanese leadership was shocked by Trump’s announcement in March 2018 that he
intended to meet Kim Jong-un. This was made even more unpalatable by the knowledge
that the change in U.S. policy had been brought about through the work of the Moon
administration, in which Japanese trust has never been high. From the very start then, the
Abe administration has regarded the talks with North Korea as a mistake, believing that a
summit with the U.S. president should only have been granted after Pyongyang offered
something more concrete than a vague commitment to the denuclearization of the Korean
Peninsula. Yet, the Abe administration felt that it had no choice but to alter the presentation
of its North Korea policy to limit the appearance of differences with Washington. This is
the real reason why Abe also announced his willingness, in principle, to meet Kim Jong-un.
Abe has consistently emphasized the abductions issue as the most important problem in
relations with North Korea. This means that Abe would find it hard politically to engage with
Pyongyang unless real progress were made on the abductions issue.

Japan’s real policy is therefore not to provide genuine support for the diplomatic process
with North Korea but rather to encourage the U.S. to maintain as much pressure as possible.
Additionally, Japan is focused on the goal of minimizing the perceived risks of the U.S.-
North Korea talks. Above all, Japan is worried about the prospects of Trump cutting a deal
with Kim Jong-un that would address the issue of North Korean intercontinental ballistic
missiles (ICBMs) but would not tackle the threat of short- and medium-range missiles that
can reach Japan.

If the Korean War is declared to have officially concluded, Trump may be inclined to begin
implementing his longstanding goal of withdrawing or reducing the U.S. military presence
in South Korea. Japanese strategists see such a step as not only benefiting North Korea,
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but also potentially causing South Korea to reorient itself towards China. Japan’s isolation
in Northeast Asia would then be complete. After all, while the atmosphere in relations
between Tokyo and Beijing has undergone a welcome improvement, Japan continues
to regard China as a chronic security threat, exceeding even the acute danger posed by
North Korea. Efforts are concentrated on challenging China’s expanding activities in the
East China Sea, especially around the Senkaku Islands, as well as in the South China Sea.
Yet, while Tokyo may be united with Washington in the overall aim of countering China’s
geopolitical ambitions, it has a very different approach to achieving this. The U.S. has taken
an increasingly confrontational stance. Japan’s strategy is to quietly work toward containing
the effects of China’s rise, yet to simultaneously keep bilateral relations on an even keel and
avoid dangerous squalls while emphasizing the goal of mutually beneficial co-existence.
Japan has nothing to gain from recurring crises, and Abe has been seeking to take the heat
out of the relationship to return ties to their status before the collision of September 2010.
The improvement appears to have been driven by the Chinese side, argues Brown.

The Abe administration is pursuing what might be described as a preventative anti-
abandonment strategy to demonstrate that Japan is a valuable ally and not a free rider,
thereby ensuring that Washington does not even begin to question its security commitment,
and to keep strong personal rapport with Trump. This is something that Japanese leaders
seek to do with all U.S. counterparts. The task has, however, become especially important
with Trump due to his isolationist instincts and highly personalized approach to foreign
policy. This accounts for Abe nominating Trump for the Nobel Peace Prize in recognition of
his diplomatic engagement with North Korea, albeit at the request of the U.S. government.
This revelation was embarrassing for the Japanese leader, not least because it is well known
that Abe is not an enthusiastic advocate of diplomatic engagement with Pyongyang. The
Japanese government’s official assessments also state that the threat from North Korea
remained undiminished after the summit in Singapore. Moreover, there has been no
apparent progress towards resolving the abductions issue. Yet, Abe evidently calculated
that humbling himself before Trump was a price worth paying if it contributes to retaining
the U.S. presence in the region, Brown concludes.

As for Russia, Japan’s primary concern is not that its forces will pose a direct military threat, as
was the case during the Cold War, although, in fiscal 2017, 390 scrambles of Japanese planes
were to intercept Russian aircraft, second only to the 500 scrambles provoked by Chinese
planes. Compared with the threats posed by China and North Korea, Russia is considered
a very distant third. Instead, the main worry is that Russia’s support will embolden North
Korea and China. The close relationship between China and Russia is already a source of
strength for Beijing. The strategic nightmare for Japan is that this trend could lead to Russia
abandoning its position of neutrality on the issues of the Senkaku Islands and the South
China Sea and move to explicitly support Beijing’s position. Japan’s Russia policy has been
shaped by the goal of neutralizing the danger of Beijing and Moscow forging a united front
against Japan. This, along with Abe’s desire to resolve the countries’ territorial dispute,
accounts for his wooing of Putin. If the talks on a peace treaty ever reach fruition, there is
also the possibility that the sides would include a clause that would commit them not to
take part in hostile military activities against each other. While easing Japanese concerns
about Russia contributing to hostile actions by China, this clause could appeal to Moscow,
guaranteeing that the U.S.-Japan alliance would not be directed against it.
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Kim Jong-un’s turn to diplomacy in 2018 has done nothing to ease Japan’s long-term
security concerns, nor has Beijing’s simultaneous adoption of a softer stance towards Tokyo.
Japanese strategists remain deeply concerned about the threats posed by North Korea and
China, as well as by the danger that Russia could increasingly make common cause with
them. Added to this, the Abe government questions whether the Moon administration
really is a security partner and fears the withdrawal of the U.S. commitment to the region,
leaving a perilous situation of attempting to keep the North Koreans and Chinese down, the
Americans in, and the Russians neutral. The urgent concern is North Korea; the Japanese
leadership is hopeful that the current diplomatic efforts will fail, overlooking the risk that
such a failure will return the region to the brink of a conflict from which Japan can hardly
expect to escape unscathed, argues Brown. He adds that the Abe administration may find
it increasingly difficult to continue its courtship of Putin’s Russia. Domestically, there is
growing criticism of Abe’s failure to achieve real progress on resolving the territorial dispute.
Meanwhile, while Trump himself is unlikely to criticize Abe for being too close to Putin,
others in the U.S. security establishment may ask why their main ally in Asia continues to
ardently pursue cooperation with the U.S. strategic competitor. Added to this, the Japanese
leadership may have overestimated the extent to which Moscow shares its concerns about
China since there is currently no evidence of any success altering Russia’s China policy.

Gaye Christoffersen, “Chinese, Russian, Japanese,
and Korean Strategies for Northeast Asian Cross-
Border Energy Connectivity”

Christoffersen reviews research in Northeast Asia on trilateral and multilateral initiatives
for cross-border infrastructure connectivity involving China, Russia, both Koreas, and
Japan. Infrastructure includes railway lines, cross-border oil and gas pipelines, and
power grids. She compares the strategies of the five parties, recognizing that Northeast
Asian institutionalization is understood to require a concrete functional area, which
appears to be energy. However, there has long been a failure to form a regional political
consensus on an energy regime; a core question unanswered is whether such a framework
will be China-centered and largely bilateral in nature or truly multilateral, perhaps at South
Korea’s initiative.

Beijing has promoted a BRI that contains six energy channels, all of which are bilateral for
importing oil, natural gas, and other raw materials into China. It is a network of energy
infrastructure centered on China, using the BRI to create bilateral asymmetric dependencies.

South Korea’s New Northern Policy (NNP) and the Asian Super Grid, involving Japan, Russia,
Mongolia, South Korea, and China, have in common the fact that they do not conform to the
BRI’s strategy of bilateral energy channels and are not centered on China. These initiatives
promote energy infrastructure connectivity that could form the core of a multilateral energy
regime, the super grid on a commercial basis, and the NNP through a political consensus.

In 2018 Beijing changed its policies and studied incorporating Northeast Asia into BRI,
primarily South Korea’s NNP, which partners with Russia, but also the Asian Super Grid, a
project centered on Mongolia and initiated by Japanese and South Koreans with Russia as a
partner. Both of these projects interrupt the BRI’s bilateral energy channels and undermine
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older Chinese regional projects. Chinese analysts have suggested that Sino-Russian pipelines
could form the core of a Northeast Asian energy regime, but there is no regional response
to these suggestions.

Christoffersen recalls Park Geun-hye’s Eurasia Initiative, which included development
of international energy networks and was primarily focused on the Russian Far East and
Central Asia. China was included in the concept of Eurasia, but it was not at the center. The
Eurasian Initiative proposed trilateral cooperation among North Korea, South Korea, and
Russia, as well as trilateral cooperation among North Korea, South Korea, and China, placing
Seoul at the center. Christoffersen points to Russia’s interest from 2016 in what it called
the Russia-Japan energy bridge, meaning the Asia Super Grid. The Russian expectation
was to make Siberia and the Russian Far East the hub of a regional energy network. Moon
proposed the NNP at the third Eastern Economic Forum held in Vladivostok. It included the
economic and energy integration of the Russian Far East, North Korea, and South Korea.

Moon’s “nine bridges” of the NNP included a natural gas pipeline.

There are many known impediments: international sanctions on Russia and North Korea
would block financial assistance from international organizations and companies; Russia
and South Korea have different goals in trilateral cooperation; Russian companies want
access to the South Korean market; and South Korea’s goal is economic integration with
North Korea. Some warn that Russia and the Koreas would have to coordinate their actions
with China, in effect giving China veto power over Russian-Korean trilateral projects. With
regard to the Asian Super Grid, Chinese researchers have argued that energy channels and
infrastructure proposed by the BRI can resolve the problem of regional energy cooperation.
Northeast Asian countries need oil and gas pipeline networks and power grids. BRI could
supply investment through the Silk Road Fund and the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank.
BRI can be implemented bilaterally and does not initially require a multilateral framework,
but rather could evolve into one as Japan and South Korea join the Sino-Russian economic
corridor of oil and gas pipelines and the China-Mongolia-Russia economic corridor. BRI
promises political trust and an organizational answetr.

Some analysts have argued that currently there is greater political will and vision that
will enable a Northeast Asian energy regime, making it possible to combine China’s BRI,
Mongolia’s Gobitec Project, South Korea’s NNP, and Russia’s New Eastern Policy. Yet,
Christoffersen adds, they recognize that there is still an organizational deficit. The Chinese
approach contrasts with the Japanese and South Korean ones; Chinese perceive regional
infrastructure projects as a means to avoid market competition, and there is less emphasis
on commercial viability. There is no evidence of Chinese economic feasibility studies prior
to project implementation. Beijing has promoted coopting other regional projects, placing
them under BRI to acquire political control.

The possibility of incorporating South Korean initiatives into the BRI began in 2016 with
Chinese discussion of docking the Eurasia Initiative and the BRI using the China-Korea FTA as
the framework. When Seoul shifted to the NNP, Chinese discussed docking BRI with it. In the
Chinese understanding of docking, it is the means by which the NNP could be incorporated
into the BRI. Chinese analysts considered BRI a larger, stronger, more enduring initiative
with a greater capacity for implementation than NNP, but South Korean analysts question
the benefits of BRI and critique its compatibility with Seoul’s strategies. Moon expected BRI
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would lessen Korean dependence on China, but critics thought dependency would increase
because Beijing would use South Korea to develop China’s Northeast provinces as a hub. By
November 2018, Beijing was ready for BRI docking with NNP. At the Asia-Pacific Economic
Cooperation (APEC), Xi proposed to Moon that South Korea participate in BRI, intending
to incorporate the NNP into it. At that time Moon had not decided whether to join. Some
Koreans suspected Xi’s proposal was meant to force South Korea to choose between China
and the U.S. during their trade war, Christoffersen added.

The puzzle of Northeast Asian energy infrastructure is how to link the three regional
energy projects—BRI, Asian Super Grid, and the NNP—without BRI coopting and absorbing
the other two projects. BRI’s proposed infrastructure projects promise infrastructure
connectivity in Northeast Asia. The other infrastructure initiatives are more multilateral,
not exporting energy only to China. Beijing’s response to these multilateral initiatives has
been to try to run all multilaterals through China to keep China at the center. Given the
fact that since the end of the Cold War, Northeast Asian regional energy cooperation has
been seen as a basis for building a larger regional mechanism and a peace regime on the
peninsula, the outcome will be important.
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This examination of the relations among these four governments assesses the ever-closer
China-Russia relationship featuring stronger strategic alignment against the United States
and its interests in many parts of the world, including the Korean Peninsula. It also considers
how the Sino-Russian relationship reacted to the major changes in the Korean Peninsula
brought on by the string of remarkable developments on the peninsula since 2017. Those
developments include: the Donald Trump administration’s heavy pressure against North
Korean nuclear weapons development in 2017; North Korea’s abrupt shift away from
confrontation and toward negotiations with the U.S. and South Korea in early 2018; the
subsequent dramatic shift toward top-level U.S.-North Korea negotiations to ease tensions
and improve relations seen in Trump’s meetings with North Korean leader Kim Jong-un in
June 2018 and February 2019; and active, related North Korean summitry with South Korea
and China.

In this period, China and Russia in relations with South Korea and North Korea repeatedly
worked together to offset U.S. pressures and undermine U.S. influence. Developments over
the past two years have seen China emerge as a critically important player with a major role
in all aspects of negotiations involving the crisis caused by North Korea’s rapid development
and repeated testing of nuclear weapons and related development and testing of ballistic
missiles capable of carrying a nuclear warhead as far as the continental U.S.

By contrast, Russia’s role and influence have declined in importance. The failed revival of the
Six-Party Talks, in which Russia and Japan played a direct role along with North and South
Korea, China, and the U.S. in dealing with the North Korean nuclear weapons crisis, and
the current regional dynamic focused on only the four latter powers means that Moscow
and Tokyo have been marginalized by recent developments. Such an outcome challenges
the Russian government of President Vladimir Putin and its drive to play a prominent role
as a leading world power on issues important to Russian interests. Demonstrating new
prominence, Putin hosted visiting Kim during a brief summit long sought by Russia in
Vladivostok on April 25. The Russian leader said North Korea’s security concerns would be
better met with international guarantees involving Russia and China rather than bilateral
North Korean agreements with the U.S. Up until this point, Russia had been playing second
fiddle to Beijing, repeatedly siding with China in matters regarding the Korean Peninsula.
China, for its part, seemed comfortable with close cooperative relations with Russia as it
deals with Korean matters. Whatever differences the two may have over Korean issues
have been difficult to discern amid their collaboration and cooperation, which focus on
weakening the American position in Korea and Northeast Asia.

Increasing Sino-Russian
Alignment Against U.S. Interests

The partnership between Moscow and Beijing matured and broadened after the Cold
War and significantly strengthened during the past decade. The dispositions of Putin and
President Xi Jinping support forecasts of closer relations. The momentum is based on: 1)
common objectives and values; 2) perceived Russian and Chinese vulnerabilities in the face
of U.S. and Western pressures; and 3) perceived opportunities for the two powers to expand
their influence at the expense of U.S. and allied powers seen in decline. The relationship has
gone well beyond the common view a decade ago that Russian-Chinese ties represented an
“axis of convenience” with limited impact on international affairs.!
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Increasingly, even longstanding observers doubtful of the significance of China-Russia
cooperation are altering their positions in the face of clear and assertive moves by the two
countries to challenge the U.S. and shape the international order along lines they favor.
Heading the list of such evidence was the massive September 2018 Russian military exercise
Vostok, involving 300,000 troops—bigger than any previous Russian exercise since the end
of the Cold War—and featuring active participation of 3,200 Chinese fighting forces under
“joint” Russian-Chinese command. The exercise took place against the backdrop of rising
tensions in both countries’ relations with the U.S. over a wide range of security, economic,
and diplomatic issues and ever advancing signs of mutual Sino-Russian support against the
U.S., causing some skeptics of China-Russia cooperation to reluctantly acknowledge the de
facto alliance.?

Today, Russia and China pose increasingly serious challenges to the U.S.-supported order
in their respective priority spheres of concern—Russia in Europe and the Middle East,
and China in Asia along its continental and maritime peripheries, including the Korean
Peninsula. Russia’s challenges involve military and paramilitary actions in Europe and the
Middle East, along with cyber and political warfare undermining elections in the U.S. and
Europe, European unity, and NATO solidarity. China undermines U.S. and allied resolve
through covert and overt manipulation and influence operations by employing economic
incentives and propaganda. Chinese cyber attacks have focused more on massive theft of
information and intellectual property to accelerate China’s economic competitiveness to
dominate world markets in key advanced technology at the expense of leading international
companies. Coercion and intimidation of neighbors backed by an impressive buildup of
Chinese military and civilian security forces expands Beijing regional control and influence.

Russia and China work separately and together to complicate and curb U.S. power and
influence in world politics, economy, and security. They coordinate their moves and support
one another in their respective challenges to the U.S., allies and partners in Europe, the
Middle East, and Asia. These joint efforts also involve diplomatic, security, and economic
measures in multilateral forums and bilateral relations involving U.S. opponents in Iran,
Syria, and North Korea. The two powers also support one another in the face of U.S. and
allied complaints about Russian and Chinese coercive expansion and other steps challenging
regional order and global norms and institutions backed by the U.S.

The dramatic rise in tensions on the Korean Peninsula in 2017 followed by the equally
dramatic U.S.-North Korean summitry provided repeated opportunities for Beijing and
Moscow to work together in support of their interests and preferences, which are often
at odds with those of the U.S. The U.S.s ability to deal with the overall rising challenges
of increasing China-Russia cooperation is commonly seen as in decline. The U.S. position
in its triangular relationship with Russia and China has deteriorated, to the satisfaction
of leaders in Moscow and Beijing opportunistically seeking to advance their power and
influence. Russia’s tension with the West and ever deepening dependence on China and
heretofore active U.S. constructive interaction with China gave Beijing the advantageous
“hinge” position in the triangular relationship that the U.S. used to occupy.

From one perspective, the developing Russia-China rapprochement represents a failure of
U.S. foreign policy strategy going back to the Nixon administration—that the U.S. would seek
to have better relations with Russia and China than they had with one another. With the end
of the Soviet Union and its threat to China, it is not surprising for Sino-Russian relations to
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improve. But the degree of recent Sino-Russian collaboration, seemingly “double-teaming”
the U.S., clearly disadvantages America and has reached sufficient importance that some
urge the U.S. to drive a wedge between Moscow and Beijing as a strategic move. The failure
to do so would leave in place a strengthening authoritarian axis increasingly capable of
challenging the liberal order central to the American position in the world.?

A contrasting view is that the ever more extensive development of overlapping Russian-
Chinese interests served by their mutual cooperation since the end of the Cold War
makes any American effort to manipulate one against the other very difficult. Unlike the
Sino-Soviet animus of the Cold War, the two powers have come to depend on each other
for economic, military, and diplomatic support in the face of challenges they encounter
brought on in particular by U.S. and Western policies at odds with their domestic and
international ambitions. The prevailing pattern is ever-closer Sino-Russian cooperation in
their respective opposition to a U.S.-led international order seen as disadvantaging them.
At the same time, the values and outlook of authoritarian leaders in Moscow and Beijing
converge in opposition to U.S. interests and goals; those leaders are not likely to change for
the foreseeable future.*

Recent Russian and Chinese policy calculations show that the importance of improved
relations with the U.S. is low for Putin and the Russian leadership; their world view
focuses on addressing the American threat with coercive means short of war including
military deployments, cyber attacks, and security assistance to American adversaries. Xi’s
government continues to balance strong opposition to U.S. international leadership and
perceived U.S. encirclement in Asia with avoidance of confrontation and conflict with the
U.S. by managing differences. China has a much greater stake in the U.S.-led international
order than does Russia, but Beijing strikes the balance in ways that seriously undermine
the U.S. For example, China’s coercive advances to control disputed territory along its rim
undermine the American position as regional security guarantor, and China’s ever-expanding
military buildup seeks to turn the military balance of power in Asia against the U.S..

Complicating an effective U.S. policy response is the fact that U.S. and allied leaders remain
preoccupied with troubles at home and abroad, creating a balance of international power
favoring further adverse advances and challenges by rising China and resurgent Russia.
Additionally, U.S. influence on key areas of Russia-China cooperation, notably sales of
advanced weapons, energy related trade and investment, and cooperation in the United
Nations and elsewhere against various Western initiatives, is low.

While the drivers of Russian-Sino cooperation overshadow the brakes on forward
movement at America’s expense, there remain limits on partnership between the two. The
two governments continue to eschew the commitments of a formal alliance. And, up to
this point, it has been hard to find instances when Russia took substantial risks in support
of China’s serious challenges to the U.S. that did not involve overlapping Russian interests,
and vice versa.

Meanwhile, much of Sino-Russian cooperation depends on circumstances subject to
change. The bilateral relationship focuses on overlapping interests and converging outlooks
of the authoritarian rulers in Beijing and Moscow. Though not discussed prominently, there
is full awareness on both sides that today’s bonhomie follows decades of acute Cold War
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hostilities. At that time, Moscow was the dominant power pressing Beijing to defer. Today,
the tables have turned. Russia, with national wealth only one tenth the size of China’s
increasingly modern economy, is ever more dependent on China. This reality severely
undercuts Putin’s goal, widely supported in Russia, of reestablishing Moscow’s great
power status.

U.S. Hardening toward Russia
and China and Dynamics in Korea

Apart from the above noted Trump government pressure followed by thaw in dealing
with North Korea, the main circumstance influencing Chinese and Russian policy in the
Korean Peninsula is the Trump government’s harder line toward Moscow and Beijing. At
the outset of the administration, the American posture was strongly opposed to Russian
policy and practice. Moscow’s hopes that Trump’s personal regard for Putin would ease
American sanctions and pressures faded with stepped up U.S. sanctions strongly pushed
by Congress amid arguments over Russia's attempted assassination of opponents abroad,
military threats to Ukraine, and violations of the Intermediate Nuclear Forces agreement.
The Trump government’s first year also involved strong pressure on Beijing to compel
Pyongyang to halt nuclear weapons and related ballistic missile tests, but it was offset
by concurrent amicable interaction between Trump and his Chinese counterpart Xi. The
U.S. government’s much harder line toward China and China-Russia cooperation became
more apparent with the National Security Strategy of December 2017 that gave Beijing and
Moscow the first and second positions as America’s major international dangers; the two
were listed together 30 times as America’s “strategic rivals.”>

Trump continued to value his friendship with Xi and avoided repeating the language of his
administration’s stated strategy; his cabinet had a hard time agreeing on what to do about
China’s challenges, especially over economic matters and trade. By mid-2018, however, the
president decided to begin punitive tariffs that had a significant impact on China’s economy,
and he signed a broadly supported National Defense Authorization Act in August 2018 with
numerous provisions strongly supported by bipartisan leaders in both chambers of Congress,
striking back against perceived Chinese challenges on trade, investment, high technology
espionage, theft and transfer, information operations in the U.S., and Chinese pressures and
assertiveness in the South China Sea and toward Taiwan. His administration told the media
and the American public that the U.S. government was initiating an across-the-board effort
to publicly demonstrate its resolve to check and counter Chinese challenges in a wide range
of sensitive policy areas.®

China-Russia Convergence on Korean Issues

The policy priorities of China and Russia on the Korean Peninsula overlap significantly even
though the region is much more important for China’s security and development than it is
for Russia. Apart from Taiwan, there is no more important area along Beijing’s periphery—
the longstanding focus on Chinese foreign and security policy—than the Korean Peninsula.
What happens in Korea directly impacts China’s longstanding efforts to offset the security
threat posed by the large American security presence along China’s all-important maritime
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frontier. Serious disruption in Korea would have a large impact on the adjoining Chinese
provinces that are critically important in Beijing’s economic development. It would cast
a pall over China’s broader plans for economic development. Economic progress is the
key element supporting the legitimacy of continued Communist Party rule in China and
essential for the Xi government’s headlong quest for wealth and power to restore Chinese
greatness, often called the “China Dream.”’

A bottom line among Chinese interests in Korea is preserving stability. Optimally, Beijing
seeks to sustain and develop the independent North Korean state through economic reforms
and international outreach that would preserve the advantages China sees in division of the
peninsula rather than risking the very negative consequences and disruptions that regime
change in Pyongyang could involve.

Obviously, North Korea’s determined march forward in developing nuclear weapons poses
a security danger for China and causes repeated disruptions in regional stability. It also
affronts the UN Security Council and prompts broad international condemnation; China
agrees with UN Security Council condemnations of and sanctions against North Korean
provocations. Nevertheless, in the face of U.S.-backed pressure on North Korea to end its
nuclear weapons program and related ballistic missile development, China tends to focus
on ways to preserve the Korean Peninsula’s stability that work against such disruptive
interventions and sustain and advance Chinese advantages in relations with North Korea.
In this process, Beijing at various times has seen South Korea more willing than the U.S. to
support more positive engagement and less confrontation with North Korea, which China
supports. Beijing has sought to work more closely with Seoul in those instances, often in
ways that divide Seoul from Washington and weaken America’s influence. China and South
Korea have also developed extensive economic connections that Beijing seeks to preserve
and enhance by fostering the peninsula’s stability; it also uses the economic ties as leverage
to influence and sometimes heavily pressure the South Korean government to avoid closer
alignment with the U.S.2

On specific issues regarding the crisis posed by North Korea’s weapons development, China
rejects criticism that it has enabled North Korea through economic support and diplomatic
protection from proposed harsher world sanctions. The surprise thaw leading to the June
2018 U.S.-North Korea summit seemed to put at risk Chinese interests and influence. A
possible U.S.-North Korean reconciliation could marginalize China and work against Beijing
in this area of major importance for Chinese interests. Chinese leaders have been well
aware that North Korean officials repeatedly have demonstrated antagonism to China when
they have interacted privately with American officials. North Korea has a long history of
maneuvering among larger powers, seeking to maximize benefit. A North Korean-American
reconciliation could result in much stronger North Korean independence backed by the
U.S. that could seriously complicate China’s ambitions for greater power and influence in
Northeast Asia.

Such calculations seemed behind Xi’s abrupt shift away from his wariness toward Kim Jong-
un in recent years. China supported North Korea during the sensitive period of succession
with the failing health and death of Kim Jong-il leading to ascension of an inexperienced
leader, Kim Jong-un, in 2011. Subsequently, Xi and his government came to avoid close
association with and support for North Korea, especially following Kim Jong-un’s execution
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of his powerful uncle Jang Song-thaek, known to have close ties with China, in 2013. And
the younger Kim continued high profile pursuit of weapons of mass destruction despite
Chinese warnings against such disruptive behavior.®

But with the thaw leading to the North Korea-U.S. summit in 2018, Xi and his government
moved quickly and effectively to show greater support for the North Korean leader.
China eased implementation of sanctions in exchange for less confrontational and more
cooperative North Korean behavior. Beijing provided leverage and backing as North Korean
leaders dealt with Trump. Xi held four summits with Kim in the following year, all involving
the North Korean leader coming to China, seeking Beijing’s cooperation. Xi reportedly plans
to visit North Korea for the first time later this year.

Meanwhile, amid the crisis atmosphere caused by North Korea’s provocative weapons
development and the strident reactions of the Trump administration came developments
showing in various ways China’s sensitivity to North Korean contingencies. The reported
possible contamination and/or collapse of North Korea’s nuclear testing site led to
alarmin adjoining Chinese provinces. Also alarming were heated exchangesin 2017 between
Trump and Kim Jong-un forecasting possible all-out war. To prepare for massive refugee
flows in the event of a conflict or collapse of the North Korean state, Chinese government
planning reportedly involved construction of refugee centers. There were also plans to
take control over North Korean weapons of mass destruction (WMD) installations, and
limited discussions with U.S. officials about how to deal with a possible North Korean
government collapse.?®

In the face of unprecedented U.S. pressure on China to do more to halt North Korea’s
WMD development in 2017, China seemed to cooperate with the U.S. and adopt more
stringent sanctions; but, as noted above, China relaxed the sanctions as North Korea moved
toward moderation and China sought better relations with Pyongyang in 2018. Adding to
reasons for China’s reduced support for U.S. pressure on Pyongyang were U.S. punitive
tariffs and other American affronts against perceived Chinese challenges in 2018. In sum,
Chinese behavior at times shows interests that overlap with those of the U.S. in seeking
denuclearization of North Korea and reduction of threats and aggression from Pyongyang.
But overall, the evidence seems to support assessments that Beijing gives top priority to
preserving its interests in Korea that work against the influence and actions of the U.S.

Regarding China’s relations with South Korea, the thaw in North Korean behavior also led
to increased Chinese coordination with South Korean president Moon Jae-in, with the two
sides often agreeing on more moderate policies toward North Korea than the tougher
Trump administration policy. However, the significance of the common ground on North
Korea seemed diluted by the backwash of the acute dispute between the two countries
over the deployment in 2017 of the U.S. Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD)
anti-ballistic missile system in South Korea and China’s unofficial, but nonetheless very
damaging, economic sanctions against South Korean businesses. In what appeared to be
the result of hard bargaining, Beijing and Seoul negotiated at least a pause in their dispute
over THAAD. The THAAD system remained in South Korea, the Chinese sanctions ended,
and Moon pledged the “three nos”—1) no additional THAAD deployments in South Korea,
2) no participation in a U.S.-led strategic missile defense system, and 3) no creation of a
South Korea-U.S.-Japan trilateral military alliance.™
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Russia’s behavior toward the Korean Peninsula reflects China’s ever-growing importance
for Russian foreign policy. As Korea is vital for China’s security and developments, the
Putin government has tailored its approach to the region in ways that enhance Russia’s
alignment and avoid serious friction with China. The result over the past two years has
been collaborative Russian-Chinese efforts pursuing interests at odds with the U.S. They
are explained below. Other Russian interests in Korea include supporting nuclear non-
proliferation, avoiding war on Russian borders, pursuing economic benefits, and enhancing
great-power prestige, notably continuing Russian involvement in multilateral efforts dealing
with the North Korean nuclear weapons crisis and broader security in northeastern Asia.?

Regarding denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula, Russia doubts the overall effectiveness
of sanctions but supports them at times, notably if they discourage or otherwise offset U.S.
military buildup or attack near its borders.!® Russia’s interest in actually settling the North
Korea nuclear crisis may be stronger than China’s because such an accord seems important
for the Putin government’s economic agenda in the Russian Far East. The plan proposes
trilateral economic and energy cooperation with North and South Korea. It also includes a
project to create a rail hub in the North Korean port of Rajin, with a connection to Europe
via the Trans-Siberian railroad. Additionally, Russia has long been interested in constructing
a trilateral gas pipeline connecting North and South Korea.'

Russia’s relations with North Korea in recent years have continued to improve, even when
China’s relations with Pyongyang declined. North Korea’s support for Russia in the UN after
the invasion of Crimea led to a reassessment of North Korea’s value as a partner. As China in
2017 used economic leverage against North Korea, Russia avoided such pressure, smuggled
oil to North Korea, and improved its political relations with Kim’s regime. Nevertheless,
despite many invitations, Kim was slow to visit Russia. Meanwhile, South Korea was the
only U.S. ally which did not impose sanctions on Russia in 2014. While Russia joined China
in opposing the U.S. THAAD anti-ballistic missile system in South Korea, it avoided following
Beijing in imposing economic sanctions against Seoul. Perhaps of some significance was the
fact that Moon’s visit to Moscow and summit with Putin in June 2018 appeared friendlier
than Moon’s visit with Xi in Beijing six months earlier against the background of the dispute
over the U.S. deployment of the THAAD anti-missile system in South Korea.®

Meanwhile, Russia sustains ambitions to play a leading role in the North Korean nuclear
crisis as part of the country’s overall effort to enhance its profile in East Asia. It encourages
the use of multilateral frameworks such as the lapsed Six-Party Talks as a means of making
its own contributions more relevant and contributing toward the development of a new
regional security architecture, in which it would play a key role. While careful not to offend
Russia, Chinese officials typically deal with the emerging reality that the U.S. and China
are the leading powers involved in dealing with Korean Peninsula issues. Overall, despite
various incentives and positive opportunities for Russia to advance influence on the
peninsula while China faces some problems, in practice Moscow scrupulously avoids steps
that would potentially upset its leading strategic partner.
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Instances of China-Russia Cooperation
Challenging America

Artyom Lukin and other close observers of Russian foreign policy in Asia have been
impressed by a pattern of Russian behavior over the past several years showing deference
to China’s concerns and seeking cooperation with Beijing on the Korean Peninsula. After
the end of the Cold War, Russia took a back seat to China regarding North Korea. During
discussions on the North Korean misbehavior in the UN, Moscow usually let Beijing do the
job of advocating for Pyongyang. A major deterioration in Chinese relations with North
Korea followed the 2013 execution of Jang Song-thaek, who was considered China’s closest
ally in the North Korean leadership, and lasted until the thaw in North Korea’s stance and the
related summits of 2018. This prolonged deterioration of North Korean-Chinese relations
raised the possibility of Moscow advancing its influence in North Korea as China's declined.
The North in this period displayed interest in moving away from China. In 2017, there were
direct rhetorical attacks on China by North Korean media, accompanied by Pyongyang’s de
facto boycott of high-level political contacts with Beijing. For its part, China backed the U.S.-
initiated sanctions resolutions against North Korea at the UN Security Council and began
to enforce them more fully, squeezing the North Korean economy hard. In contrast, Russia
was the least criticized by Pyongyang among the major powers involved in Korean affairs;
Russian-North Korean diplomatic exchanges remained active. Discussion of sanctions
against Pyongyang at the UN Security Council in this period saw Russia, rather than China,
as a stronger advocate for softening the penalties.'®

Against this background, Russia, nonetheless, demonstrated little inclination to expand
its role at China’s expense and, in fact, took steps to advance coordination with China. A
Russia-China vice-ministerial dialogue on security in Northeast Asia, centered on Korean
issues, began regularly scheduled meetings in 2015;” they involved representatives from
both sides’ defense and foreign ministries.*®

Evidence of closer Russian-Chinese collaboration against American interests on the
Korean Peninsula was strongly evident in 2017. In March, China outlined a “suspension for
suspension” plan that became known as the “double freeze” proposal. According to this plan,
North Korea would suspend its nuclear and missile tests if the U.S. and South Korea would
suspend their military exercises.'® After Moon took office in Seoul in May, Russia sought
to capitalize on the new leader’s interest in improving North-South relations to propose
new diplomatic efforts toward denuclearization. The steps reflected past Russian plans for
a settlement, including rejecting the use of force and unilateral sanctions, addressing the US
military presence in Northeast Asia along with the North Korean weapons programs, and
creating a new security architecture.?

Moscow and Beijing announced their unified position on the North Korea crisis during the
summit between Putin and Xi in Moscow on July 4. The two leaders combined previous
Chinese proposals of the “double freeze” (the halt of nuclear and missile programs by
the North in exchange for suspension of massive U.S.-North Korea military drills) and
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“parallel advancement” (simultaneous talks on denuclearization and the creation of peace
mechanisms on the peninsula) with the Russian-proposed stage-by-stage Korean settlement
plan. It was the first time that China and Russia so clearly articulated their common position
with respect to North Korea. Indeed, it marked the first joint position the two countries
have taken on an international issue.?

Moscow and Beijing now explicitly linked the resolution of the North Korea problem with
America’s willingness to make major strategic concessions in Northeast Asia. Aiming at the
U.S. alliances with South Korea and Japan, Russia and China insisted that “allied relations
between separate states should not inflict damage on the interests of ‘third parties’” and
expressed opposition to “any military presence of extra-regional forces in Northeast Asia”
as well as “the deployment of THAAD antimissile systems.”?? In sum, China and Russia
sought to weaken the U.S. position in Northeast Asia, at least with respect to the Korean
Peninsula and the U.S.-South Korea alliance.

A seemingly contrary development came when Russia, to the surprise of many observers,
supported the strict sanctions punishing North Korea for nuclear and missile testing that were
backed by the U.S. in the UN Security Council in September and December 2017. Russia’s
support came even though Moscow previously insisted that pressure through sanctions
was not effective. However, the analysis of Artyom Lukin showed that the cooperation
stemmed from pressure by Beijing to support the sanctions. Beijing’s persuasion and not
U.S. concerns reportedly drove the unusually accommodating Russian position.?

Regarding trade with and the impact of sanctions on North Korea, China and Russia seemed
roughly in line with their respective mixed record in supporting U.S.-backed sanctions
curbing trade with North Korea because of its nuclear weapons and ballistic missile
development. In recent years, China reportedly provided 500,000 metric tons of crude
oil and 270,000 metric tons of oil products annually; Russia sold 200,000-300,000 metric
tons of gasoline and diesel fuel, valued at close to $300 million.?* The U.S. in 2018 accused
Russian companies of undermining economic sanctions by transferring fuel oil to North
Korean tankers on the high seas, thereby violating the cap on fuel deliveries. Russia denied
the U.S. allegations. Moscow also worked to prevent the publication of a UN report detailing
how Russian and Chinese front companies violated the sanctions.? It showed how Chinese
companies were instrumental in facilitating black market trade as well as illicit financial
transactions.? China, which accounts for 90% of North Korea’s foreign trade, reportedly
enforced sanctions more strictly at various times, to show its displeasure at certain North
Korean actions opposed by China.””

China and Russia both opposed the deployment by U.S. forces in South Korea of THAAD to
counter the North Korean threat. Speaking separately and together, Chinese and Russian
officials made clear that they saw the move as counterproductive to regional stability and
harmful to their respective security interests. Chinese officials reacted particularly strongly
to the April 2017 deployment, going so far as to take ostensibly unofficial economic
counter-measures against South Korea, one of China’s top economic partners, due to the
potential impact of THAAD on China’s second-strike capability.® Restrictions on Chinese
tourists visiting South Korea, the closing of some operations, and a widespread boycott of
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South Korean products by Chinese consumers cost the South Korean economy as much as
$7.5 billion in sales in 2017.% Russia did not employ sanctions or other pressures against
South Korea.

Chinese officials fear that THAAD could be configured in such a way as to cover missile
launches from deep inside China.?® Although THAAD would not imperil Russia’s deterrent,
located out of the system’s range, Russian officials, like their Chinese counterparts, oppose
measures that strengthen the U.S. military presence around their national borders.
China and Russia previously issued joint statements opposing the U.S. deployment of
missile defense systems globally.3! In their joint statement in July 2017, Putin and Xi said
that tensions on the Korean Peninsula should not be used as a pretext for expanded U.S.
military capabilities and opposed THAAD as detrimental to their own security interests and
ineffective in achieving North Korea’s denuclearization or stability in Northeast Asia.*?

The coming to power of Moon and his progressive allies, traditionally more accommodating
of China and Russia than the outgoing conservative party leaders, saw improved South
Korean relations with Russia. Negotiations by the end of the year led to a South Korean
arrangement with China that eased tensions over the THAAD issue and may have ended
the unofficial Chinese economic sanctions and boycotts directed against South Korean
businesses. As noted above, South Korea moved forward with the initial THAAD deployment,
but Moon also agreed to China’s “three nos” with hope that the economic sanctions would
be lifted and bilateral ties put back on track.®

While China and Russia have called for a freeze on U.S.-South Korean military exercises
in exchange for a moratorium on North Korean weapons testing, the massive Russian-
Chinese Vostok exercises in September 2018 discussed above have indirect but important
implications demonstrating Russian-Chinese military cooperation and resolve against the
U.S. in Asia. Other military cooperation with implications for a conflict in Korea include two
sets of computer simulated exercises to practice missile defense. One set of exercises was
called Air and Space Security 2016, held in May 2016 at the Russian Defense Ministry’s
Aerospace Defense Force in Moscow.** A second set of exercises was held in Beijing in
December 2017 to simulate joint missile defense operations.* China and Russia have also
held three sets of naval exercises in waters near the Korean Peninsula, the first in 2005, as
a part of the initial joint Sino-Russian Peace Mission series of exercises and then as part
of joint naval exercises in 2012 and 2017. Nonetheless, the missions involved were not
clearly linked to Korean Peninsula security threats. The location of the 2005 exercise was
a compromise choice and actually focused on a Taiwan scenario. The two later sets of
exercises focused on emergency rescue missions.

Recent Developments and Uncertain Outlook

In 2018, the situation on the Korean Peninsula changed dramatically. North Korea’s Kim
began his charm offensive directed at Seoul and Washington and markedly improved
relations with Xi Jinping. Since March 2018 Kim has had three summits with Moon Jae-in,
four with Xi, and two summits with Trump. Russia and Japan have been marginalized from
the process of seeking peace on the peninsula and a new order in Northeast Asia. A summit
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between Putin and Kim, although agreed in principle in May 2018, finally happened in April
2019. Up until that point, negotiations on Korean affairs had been a four-party process—
North Korea, South Korea, the U.S., and China.

Artyom Lukin rightly emphasizes that Moscow continues its overall deference to China
on Korean issues.*® It sustains collaborative efforts with Beijing in thwarting American
pressures and influence. Top Russian officials, including Putin, repeatedly praise China as
the leading contributor to the diplomatic progress on the peninsula.?” Russian diplomats
say they are closely collaborating with Beijing.?® If North Korea has been the primary test of
the U.S.-China-Russia strategic triangle in Asia, then Gilbert Rozman seems correct when he
points out that Russia has sided with China.* In sum, the recent record strongly indicates
that Moscow, even with the Vladivostok summit, is more focused on weakening American
influence than in taking substantial initiatives on the peninsula that would run against the
basic interests of China, its main strategic partner. The Russian government is well aware
that Korea is vital for China’s security and recognizes that Beijing’s stakes in the Korean
Peninsula are significantly higher than Moscow’s.*°

Meanwhile, the combination of the Xi-Kim rapprochement with the already cordial Russia-
North Korea relations led to tentative institutionalization of a Beijing-Moscow-Pyongyang
bloc. In October 2018, Russia, China, and North Korea, represented by deputy foreign
ministers, held in Moscow their first ever official trilateral meeting. Their joint statement
called for the easing of the UN Security Council sanctions against North Korea to reward
Pyongyang for its efforts at denuclearization. The statement also called for phased and
synchronized reciprocal steps by the U.S., North Korea, and other states involved in the
Korean peace process.” In effect, this formula reiterated Pyongyang's long-held mantra
backed by China and Russia, and contradicted the U.S. stance that any significant rewards
to North Korea, such as the removal of sanctions and the signing of a peace treaty, can only
happen after North Korea’s full denuclearization. In another jab at the U.S., the three sides
denounced unilateral sanctions. According to some experts, the recent Russia-China-North
Korea coalition recalls the 1950s, when the three countries were communist allies against
the U.S. Of course, at present, Beijing rather than Moscow is the leader in this group.

In sum, the diplomatic alignment of Moscow, Beijing, and Pyongyang currently stands in
opposition to American strategic goals in Northeast Asia. However, the situation on the
Korean Peninsula remains in flux; it is too early to assess how viable and durable this
coalition will be. Beijing and Moscow work together and with others, including North Korea,
in thwarting U.S. pressures and influence on the peninsula, presumably with an aim of
diminishing American strategic dominance in Northeast Asia.

However, whether or not North Korea is committed to such an anti-U.S. effort remains
to be seen. Kim reportedly seeks a grand bargain with Washington that would normalize
North Korea’s relations with the U.S. while leaving North Korea as a de facto nuclear
power. Given its troubled relations with China until very recently, Pyongyang seeking
rapprochement with U.S. could imply North Korea welcoming American influence, perhaps
including U.S. forces in Northeast Asia, as a hedge against rising Chinese dominance. Of
course, North Korea also has longstanding opposition to the U.S. security presence on the
peninsula and U.S. alliances with South Korea and Japan. Whether these would be put aside
or played down by Pyongyang in the interests of the above rapprochement with the U.S.
remains an open question.
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Thus, North Korea could see its interests well served in a deal with the U.S. that curbs its ICBM
forces and nuclear weapons testing while retaining its nuclear weapons capacity, especially
if accompanied by positive engagement from the U.S. and perhaps allies South Korea and
Japan. Meanwhile, the rising tensions in American relations with China could cause U.S.
leaders to see a nuclear North Korea as an important asset in curbing Chinese ambitions
for Asian dominance. It is widely assessed that strategically, North Korea may well become
like China in the Cold War and Vietnam more recently, a country that used to be a bitter
enemy of the U.S. but became a close partner and friend because of a changed geopolitical
context.*? Given North Korea’s longstanding practice of maneuvering for advantage among
competing larger powers, the above scenario is just one of several possible outcomes, but
the current flux among concerned powers on the peninsula argues for an American policy
that fully considers heretofore shunned options given the changing circumstances.
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The Kim-Putin summit in April 2019 and the abortive Trump-Kim summit in February 2019
compel ustoreview Koreanissuesfrom the regional security standpoint, rather than primarily
as a proliferation question. Despite apparent failure of the Trump-Kim summit, the search
for denuclearization and peace in Korea will continue.! North Korea is obviously resuming
discussions with Russia and China to decide their future course of action, inasmuch as Kim
went to Vladivostok.? The summit with Putin in April only reinforced those considerations,
as it is clear from the subsequent press conference that Kim asked Putin to transmit his
views to Washington and that Putin agreed to do so.? Likewise, Washington must rethink its
approach. Instead of emphasizing denuclearization, Washington would likely benefit from
viewing Korean issues primarily as regional security questions.* Certainly, Russia and China
do so. Therefore, rethinking Russo-Chinese ties to North Korea offers valuable insights in
the quest for a lasting Korean peace, especially as Russia and China have become allies.® The
argument of a Sino-Russian alliance is admittedly a minority view among scholars, but the
mounting evidence of their alliance is apparent not only in regard to Korea—as the other
chapters in this collection show—but in larger military-political affairs as well.®

In 2017, Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu called Korea a strategically important region for
Russia.” More recently, immediately after the summit with Kim, Putin’s spokesman, Dmitry
Peskov, contended that North Korea is not only a neighboring country, but it is part of “our
region”—not America's.® This is a claim having special emotional resonance to Russians,
almost as if North Korea was as important as Ukraine or Kazakhstan. Obviously, it is also a
strategic region for China. Indeed, for both governments it is essential to be recognized as
major if not dominant actors on the Korean Peninsula. Putin’s reiteration of long-standing
Russian proposals for multilateral security guarantees for North Korea points to their desire
to establish such guarantees as a way to include Russia as a major regional actor, as does
Peskov’s statement.® If their ability to influence developments on their immediate periphery
is diminished, that reduces their ability to play a global great power role.l® Russia views
Korea through the perspectives of regional security and its relationship with Washington.!
China’s regional focus and priority focus on America are equally well established. As Bonnie
Glazer observes, “The Chinese have always looked at North Korea through the lens of
their competition with the United States, so they want to make sure their interests are
protected.”*? South Korean diplomats similarly comment that in private Chinese diplomats
focus on the U.S.23

Since Korea facilitated Soviet-Chinese alliance dynamics during the Korean War, the
recurrence of those dynamics regarding North Korea is not surprising. Thus, the summit
clearly indicated that Russia is in no position to launch independent initiatives regarding
North Korea, as there was no joint agreement even on economic issues, although they
were discussed.** Not only did Putin immediately brief Chinese President Xi Jinping on the
summit, in advance of the summit, Kim also fulsomely praised the trust and friendship
of North Korea with China, a departure from the way things had gone prior to 2018.%° In
Beijing, Putin then claimed that Sino-Russian relations were now the best they had ever
been in history.'® The newest round of Sino-Russian naval drills began immediately after the
Belt and Road Conference in Beijing, where Putin spoke. These signs of alliance dynamics
give reason to believe that Russia’s Vostok-2018 exercise, that also involved Chinese forces,
originally reflected apprehension about a U.S. strike on North Korea that could oblige them
to respond.?” Similarly, the overall schedule of Sino-Russian military exercises of 2017-2018
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was probably conceived and implemented to thwart a U.S.-led invasion of North Korea.®
Sino-Russian naval exercises in the Sea of Japan in 2017 point to the intention to prevent
U.S. naval forces concentrated near Korea from attaining total dominance in the theater.?
This schedule of exercises also included joint air and missile defense exercises, to make a
similar impression on U.S. air forces. These latter exercises also suggest an alliance, because
both sides must put their cards on the table and display their C4ISR.?° As Vasily Kashin
notes, the air and missile defense exercises took the form of a computer simulation. Both
sides constructed a joint air/missile defense area using long-range SAM systems like the
Chinese HQ-9 and the Russian S-300/400 series.?* But the fact of continuing exercises, as is
now the case, suggests a deepening of this alliance, not least in the military sphere.?

Whereas China’s large role in North Korea is well known; we cannot overlook Russia’s
consistent efforts to strengthen Russo-North Korean ties since 2000. Russian policy has
been based on the belief that without strong ties to both Koreas, Russia will be marginalized
in Northeast Asia. Thus, Russia secretly offered North Korea a nuclear power plant from
which it would remove the spent fuel to supervise denuclearization and enhance its own
influence in North Korea and upon the overall process.? Nevertheless, Russia indisputably
now plays “second fiddle” to China on Korean issues.?* Moreover, it appears content to do
so even as it strives for continuing influence and status there.?® And the summit with Kim
confirmed these conclusions.

Alliance and Bipolarity

In 2015 Sergei Radchenko wrote,

The argument for China-Russia-DPRK triangle in Northeast Asia hinges on the idea
that the three countries are willing to coordinate their actions on the international
stage, adopt similar positions on key regional questions, and develop trilateral
cooperation in economic or military spheres.?®

At that time, Radchenko denied that these powers were or could be allies.”” However, an
alliance meeting those criteria, albeit an informal one unlike the U.S. alliance system in
Asia, NATO, or other, earlier cases of alliances, has emerged. Although most analysts still
argue that Russia and China are not allies; some do argue for a Sino-Russian alliance.?®
Artem Lukin, Rens Lee, Gilbert Rozman, and Alexander Korolev all believe the evidence
clearly shows an evolving Chinese-dominated alliance featuring ideological or normative
and strategic congruence.”® More importantly, this relationship’s reality supersedes
whatever label is attached to it. Thus, Dmitri Trenin admits that China gets most, if not all,
that it wants from Russia without a formal alliance.3® Moreover, we must view this alliance
not like NATO, which is a formal alliance, but as what Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov calls
network alliances,

If we talk about alliances, not in the old sense of the word, not in the sense of
tough bloc discipline when NATO was against the Warsaw Pact and everyone
knew that this part of the negotiating table would raise their hands and this part
would vote against it. Today such discipline looks humiliating to states that preach
democracy, pluralism of thought, and so on. Other types of alliances—flexible
network alliances—are much more in demand today.
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Following Lavrov, Moscow and Beijing readily proclaim that they coordinate their global
actions, and their observations about this relationship confirm that it is a de facto, albeit
informal, alliance. Recently, a joint Russo-Chinese expert dialogue argued that the parties
have attained a level of interaction exceeding a strategic partnership and surpassing
an alliance. Both sides retain full freedom in relations with third countries “except in
circumstances where such relations might violate certain obligations of the existing
partnership.” Meanwhile, in the bilateral relationship’s intensiveness, level of trust, depth,
and effectiveness, Sino-Russian ties supposedly are superior to an alliance.?? Furthermore,
this partnership allegedly has more potential to act “as an independent geopolitical power
and deter political adversaries.” Finally, both parties have successfully adapted their
cooperation “to resolve any global or regional task” while preserving their swift decision-
making, tactical flexibility, and strategic stability.®

In Korea, alliance behavior and dynamics, as defined by Radchenko, are clearly occurring.
Beyond the general Sino-Russian normative consensus, as regards Korea both states
share strategic political and military perspectives. Russia still identifies with China’s approach
of blaming the U.S., seeking mitigating excuses for North Korean behavior, and justifying
that behavior by invoking U.S. threats.** Thus, Putin told the press after the 2017 APEC
summit that,

Concerning foreign policy, our position, as diplomats are known to say, are
very close or coincide on many issues, and they certainly do on the key ones.
One such key issue today is the North Korean problem. Our views completely
overlap here.®

And at the summit and ensuing press conference, Putin made clear that Russia and North
Korea regarded the U.S. as a kind of rogue power that was violating international law and
throwing its weight around to bully Pyongyang.3® Similarly, China and Russia continue
flouting UN sanctions on North Korea that they had previously supported. Russia has
doubled gas and oil exports to the DPRK since 2017, while China has transferred oil to
North Korean tankers, and since the first Kim-Trump summit, both sides urge easing if not
removing sanctions.* In fact, in 2017-2018, despite voting for new UN sanctions on North
Korea, Beijing increased covert economic aid for “daily life and infrastructure building” as
well as “defensive military construction” and “high level military science and technology”
to Korea. The weaponry involved included “more advanced mid-and short-range ballistic
missiles, cluster munitions, etc.”*® Russia’s military has long advocated an alliance with
China, obviously with Putin’s support.®*® Michael Yahuda also observes that Russian elites
very much favor enhanced collaboration.

Moscow believes that bolstering China’s military position in East Asia is very
much in Russian interests. As the official in charge of Russian arms exports stated
in April 2015, “if we work in China’s interests, that means we also work in our
interests.” In other words, the U.S.-led economic sanctions on Russia have made
Sino-Russian strategic interests more congruent.*

Finally, both governments openly support North Korea’s negotiating position of phased,
synchronous, bilateral concessions. Moreover, at the summit, Putin not only reiterated
his demand for multilateral security guarantees for the DPRK as a precondition of its
denuclearization, his defense minister, Sergei Shoigu, meeting with his counterpart, No
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Kwang-Chol, stated that Russia was interested in expanding defense cooperation with North
Korea.** Normally this means arms sales or joint exercises or both. At the same time, he said
that military ties with China had reached an "unprecedented" level.*? There were attempts
to revive such cooperation immediately after the Medvedev-Kim Jong-il agreements in
2011, but those went nowhere. If Moscow were to engage in joint military drills with North
Korea alone or together with China. or sell weapons to North Korea, that would effectively
confirm its fundamental anti-Americanism with regard to North Korea, even though Putin
stated that Russia and the U.S. actually had some shared interests here, i.e. denuclearization
and peace.®®

Moreover, on October 9, 2018, following the latest visit of U.S. Secretary of State
Mike Pompeo to North Korea, deputy foreign ministers of Russia, China, and
North Korea — Igor Morgulov of Russia, Kong Xuanyou of China, and Choe Son
Hui of North Korea— gathered for the first time in Moscow to discuss easing
sanctions on North Korea. Summarizing the meetings, Morgulov, stated in a TASS
interview that “measures” should reflect “reciprocity, and parallel, synchronous
and gradual steps” and emphasized that the situation on the Korean Peninsula
would be settled in “accordance with the Russian-Chinese roadmap.”*

Xi Jinping has subsequently stated that, “the legitimate issues raised by the DPRK are
rightful demands, and that he fully agrees that the DPRK’s reasonable interests should be
justly resolved.”* Consequently, if China is encouraging North Korea to resist U.S. pressure
for denuclearization as Trump has suggested, Russia is also probably coordinating with
China.* Alternatively, if China is “compartmentalizing” its Korea policy and supporting
denuclearization despite its other differences with Washington, as Ambassador Stephen
Biegun has said, Russia is likely following suit.*” But the failure in Hanoi and recent North
Korean statements suggest that “the gloves are coming off."*® Increasingly, Russian
analyses of the Korean issue follow China in blaming Washington'’s threats for North Korean
nuclearization as did Putin at the summit.*

Therefore, Russia and China still argue, much to Pyongyang’s delight, that Washington
must initiate concessions, e.g. formally ending the Korean War, reducing sanctions, giving
security guarantees, and ceasing its threats while deferring denuclearization.>® Moscow
also showed visible pleasure that the 2018 Singapore summit corresponded to their and
Beijing’s proposal (largely a Chinese initiative) of a double freeze or roadmap: North Korea
freezing nuclear tests in return for a freeze on U.S.-ROK exercises.*® Later, Russia’s media
responded to the failure in Hanoi by mocking the U.S.%?

These synchronized and concerted behaviors display the military-economic-political
parameters of an alliance regarding North Korea if not other international security issues.
Consequently, the behavior and interactive dynamics of these three parties raises the issue
of whether the Northern Alliance and ensuing bipolarity that characterized the Cold War
are returning to Northeast Asia, albeit in altered and looser form. Some observers warned
years ago of a drift towards strategic bipolarity in Northeast Asia, with the U.S. alliance
system confronting a reconstituted version of the Cold War alliance of Russia, China, and
the DPRK. South Korean columnist, Kim Yo’ng Hu'i, wrote in 2005,
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China and Russia are reviving their past strategic partnership to face their
strongest rival, the United States. A structure of strategic competition and
confrontation between the United States and India on the one side, and Russia
and China on the other is unfolding in the eastern half of the Eurasian continent
including the Korean peninsula. Such a situation will definitely bring a huge wave
of shock to the Korean peninsula, directly dealing with the strategic flexibility of
U.S. forces in Korea. If China and Russia train their military forces together in the
sea off the coast of China’s Liaodong Peninsula, it will also have an effect on the
21st century strategic plan of Korea. We will now need to think of Northeast Asia
on a much broader scale. The eastern half of Eurasia, including Central Asia, has
to be included in our strategic plan for the future.>

Subsequently, Lyle Goldstein and Vitaly Kozyrev warned that “From the standpoint of
global politics, the formation of a Sino-Russian energy nexus would represent a strong
consolidation of an emergent bipolar structure in East Asia, with one pole led by China (and
including Russia) and one led by the United States (and including Japan).”**

Likewise, this author observed in 2011 that repeated references in Sino-Russian meetings
to policy convergence showed their identity of interests.>

Xi Jinping’s subsequent invitation to Russia to work more closely with China on Asian
security and stability issues and signs of such cooperation suggest why Pyongyang might
see a common anti-Americanism in their positions.>® Indeed, Russian analysts, probably
echoing official positions, argue that Washington cannot make any concessions that would
induce North Korea to denuclearize. Therefore, the DPRK should retain at least some nuclear
weapons for years to come, a sure way to torpedo the current negotiations.>” This position
clearly suits China too, as shown by its support for North Korea’s negotiating stance. And
China clearly prefers a nuclear North Korea to a destabilized one, which it apparently sees
as the only alternative to the current status quo.>® So, they will not lament the failed Hanoi
summit.®® As long as Russian and Chinese elites blame Washington first, Pyongyang will
perceive the reappearance of this Cold War “Northern Alliance,” which lets it defy the UN
and Washington.

The North Korean Factor in Building
the Sino-Russian Alliance

We can identify at least five reasons why North Korea has brought China and Russia closer
together, despite three reasons that have been offered for why this should not be occurring.
The facilitating factors are: 1) historical great power identity; 2) denial of a U.S. identity
victory seen as a “color revolution”; 3) a geopolitical test reshaping the Northeast Asian
region in opposition to the U.S. presence and U.S. alliances; 4) each government’s view
that North Korea can become a strong ally under the right conditions; and 5) positive
assumptions in each about economic integration with North Korea if it resolves the nuclear
crisis in the right manner, albeit conflicting in some details. The potentially complicating
factors to sustaining this alliance are: 1) traditional North Korean tactics to play China
off against Russia; 2) Russian concern about China’s dominance leaving Russia with little
economic benefit or prospects for multipolarity in Northeast Asia; and 3) Chinese insistence
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on unilaterally subordinating North Korea to its policies with scant regard for Russia’s
role. All these factors have appeared intermittently, but in 2018-2019, we see more
clearly how they combine to boost Russo-Chinese alliance ties, and the prospects of a
three-way alliance.

Putin and Xi share the obsession of constructing a laudatory image of their respective
histories. Moscow’s cult of World War Il already impedes a deal with Japan leading
to a peace treaty and the promised return of two Kurile Islands.®® Putin is imposing the
condition that Japan unreservedly accept Moscow’s legal right to these islands through its
victory over Japan in 1945.5* Moscow similarly demands that Japan abjure stationing U.S.
IRBMs in Japan, even if targeted against China, another example of alliance dynamics.®?
Consequently, a deal with Japan seems inconceivable, and recent Russian diplomatic signals
tend to confirm this conclusion.®®

Similarly, a recent analysis of Russia’s global ambitions emphasizes the centrality of Russia’s
historical and forceful territorial expansion over the centuries. This narrative “make(s) up an
integral part of the foundational narrative of the contemporary Russian state.” Furthermore,
“this legacy provides the justification and the motivation for Russia to pursue its ambitions,
not just around its vast periphery, but well beyond its shores.”% Obviously, Soviet success
in securing North Korea figures prominently in this narrative and in Russian policy. Samuel
Ramani argues that, “You can see this in two ways: first, in Russia’s attempts to showcase
itself as more effective at resolving conflicts in the Korean Peninsula than the United States;
and second, in Russia’s efforts to lead an international coalition against Washington’s
coercion of North Korea.”® Moreover, as lvan Krastev observes,

And contrary to conventional wisdom, Russia’s craving for global power status is
not simply about nostalgia or psychological trauma. It is a geopolitical imperative.
Only by proving its capacity to be a 21st century great power, can Russia hope

to be a real, equal partner with countries like China, which it needs to take

it seriously. Believe it or not, from the Russian perspective, interfering in the
American presidential election was a performance organized mostly for the
benefit of non-American publics.®®

He further notes that “If Russia does not gain recognition internationally, this would have
repercussions in terms of identity problems and raise questions about the ability of the
state to guarantee order and society.”®’

Russian marginalization regarding Korean issues undermines any pretension to being a great
Asian power. And the failure to make any independent economic initiatives at the Kim-Putin
summit only reinforces that conclusion. Inclusion in any Korean process is important, but
represents only part of the larger and increasingly important objective of achieving great
power status in Asia. Indeed, Putin’s first Asian initiative was to travel to Pyongyang in 2000
to reestablish Russian standing as a valuable interlocutor for North Korea. Putin already
understood then that Russian exclusion from the Korean dialogue deprives it of influence
over North Korea and marginalizes it in Asia. Thus, Russia’s Korea policy is integral to its
entire Asia policy and incomprehensible apart from it. Consequently, offering a nuclear
power plant indicates Moscow’s ambition for a prominent role in Korean affairs.%®



42 Joint U.S.-Korea Academic Studies

Even before Xi Jinping took power in 2012, his message on the glory of the Korean War
reversed Chinese ambiguity in the 1990s-2000s on the history of this war. Despite tensions
between him and Kim Jong-un in 2012-2017, the verdict on Mao Zedong’s judgment in
fighting this war was reinforced by ever-clearer veneration of Mao’s legacy. The place
of the Korean War within the Chinese national identity has only intensified. As Suisheng
Zhao wrote,

Chinese historical discourse in the twenty-first century has refocused on
imperial China and its continuous glory, interrupted only by Western imperialist
powers, to advance the claims of China’s peaceful rise. This type of connection
between imperial China and China’s peaceful rise is obviously to serve the
political objectives of the Chinese government rather than a reflection of
historical facts.®®

In addition,

Perhaps the most fundamental reason for China’s hesitation or “weakness” in
its Korea policy (not restraining North Korean nuclearization and adventurism-
author) is the important meaning of the Korean War for both Chinese
nationalism and the Chinese communist regime’s legitimacy. Most Chinese
view the war as a victory and a source of national pride; they believe China,
although at the cost of huge casualties, won the Korean War and resisted U.S.
military offensives. If China totally abandoned the DPRK now, did hundreds of
thousands of Chinese soldiers die in Korea in vain? That would be a vital blow
to Chinese nationalism and the Chinese communists’ political legitimacy.”

Any sign of a North Korean collapse or turn to a more pro-American posture evokes great
apprehension in Moscow and Beijing, if not outright panic.”* Those outcomes powerfully
negate the shared Sino-Russian commitment to prevent “color revolutions,” especially in
countries long aligned with them. Beyond their ideological congruence and self-perception
of being geopolitically and ideologically under threat from U.S. power, policy, and values,
also lies their shared imperial self-consciousness and inability to conceive of their states as
anything other than empires.” Dmitry Gorenburg’s review of a book by Bettina Renz quotes
and summarizes her views as follows (Renz’s words in quotes),

“The Kremlin believes that its sovereignty to conduct internal affairs
without outside interference can only be preserved if it can also pursue
an independent foreign policy abroad” (p. 34). This linkage of the internal
and external components of sovereignty, together with the fear that its
adversaries are infringing on its sovereignty through regime change efforts,
has resulted in a belief that a strong military is needed to secure Russian
sovereignty. The belief that a sphere of influence is a sign of being a great
power, together with an understanding of sovereignty as pertaining to great
powers but not necessarily to smaller states, encourages Russian political
elites to pursue the legacy of the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union by
seeking to dominate its former territories in the “near abroad,” though
generally without asserting direct territorial control. Neither can either
government fully acknowledge theright of other smaller states.”
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China ultimately wants to be the hegemon of the Asia-Pacific region. As Foreign Minister,
Yang Jiechi exploded at the ASEAN Regional Forum in 2010, “China is a big country and
other countries are small countries, and that’s just a fact.””* Western analysts have also
grasped that ambition and self-perception.

Although China does not want to usurp the United States’ position as the
leader of a global order, its actual aim is nearly as consequential. In the
Indo-Pacific region, China wants complete dominance; it wants to force the
United States out and become the region’s unchallenged political, economic,
and military hegemon. And globally, even though it is happy to leave the
United States in the driver’s seat, it wants to be powerful enough to counter
Washington when needed. As one Chinese official put it to me, “Being a great
power means you get to do what you want, and no one can say anything
about it.” In other words, China is trying to displace, rather than replace,

the United States.”

The Chinese cannot conceive that small neighboring states, e.g. North Korea, can have a
wholly independent foreign policy, or worse, freely choose an alignment with the U.S. Such
decisions are invariably ascribed to external conspiracies. Indeed, anything that challenges
their interests, even an accident like the U.S. bombing of China’s embassy in Belgrade
in 1999, appears as a malevolent and intentional act.” For China, that bombing and the
1989 demonstrations at Tiananmen Square crystallized an evolving belief that the U.S. was
indeed an implacable enemy of China’s governing system and great power ambitions.””

The obsession with imperial status, history, and ambitions necessitates a corresponding
belief that Washington is conducting a perpetual and implacable war against them and
their interests to undermine their state and great power ambitions. Whereas Chinese
policymakers downplay these perceptions, Russian documents loudly proclaim them.”
Consequently, ideological and geopolitical ambitions, especially in Northeast Asia and
around Korea, are inextricable and analytically difficult to disentangle. Indeed, if North
Korea collapsed or reoriented its policies, they would perceive that as simultaneously an
ideological (political) and a strategic loss.

China and Russia are deeply apprehensive that North Korea will make an independent
accommodation with the U.S. that marginalizes them. Signs of this fear were acute in 2018
during the first Trump-Kim summit. Russia, China, and Japan were clearly surprised at
Washington and Pyongyang’s movement toward the Singapore summit. But whereas Japan
has nowhere to go but to Washington, Russia and Beijing have other alternatives. Therefore,
the subsequent Russo-Chinese moves toward the U.S. and both Koreas underscore Russian
and Chinese, efforts to reassert Sino-Russian interests and standing as participants with
vital interests in the outcome of any negotiations. Indeed, one Chinese news report openly
warned against feeling marginalized.” At one point, even China feared being excluded from
peace talks about formally ending the Korean War.2° Moscow too clearly worries about a
peace process excluding it, i.e. bypassing the six-party process, and scrambles to keep up
since that process began.®! And inasmuch as it has little to offer either Korean state, other
than energy, Putin and the Chinese press made a point that Russia’s long-standing quest for
a trans-Siberian-trans-Korean railway and gas pipeline (TSR-TKR), along with its proposal to
build an integrated Northeast Asian electrical super-grid on the basis of its own electrical
and hydro-electric power and energy capabilities are also “in the interests of South Korea.”#?
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China’s recent reassertion of its ties with North Korea may signify its limited power to
influence North Korean behavior and is also an attempt to prevent North Korea from
making a deal with Washington that would marginalize it. The narrative based on China’s
importance to Pyongyang and Washington, though it contains much truth, is also quite
self-serving. One of the few substantive reactions to the Singapore summit was China’s
reiteration of its indispensability to any future settlement.®® Frequent reiteration of this
point since then should alert us to what is missing in this narrative. Arguably, Beijing “doth
protest too much.” This clear apprehension of marginalization is another compelling
reason for China’s repeated summits with North Korea. While Beijing has many means of
leverage upon the North, Pyongyang knows that it has been reluctant to employ them fully.
Therefore, the narrative of China’s indispensability suffers from the fact that China and the
DPRK both know this narrative is at some risk. China must construct an elaborate facade to
hide its apprehensions while North Korea can now act more freely on its own and evidently
wants an American negotiating partner if it can get its terms accepted.®

There arealso concrete strategicinterests at stake. Russo-Chinese anxieties about the military
situation around Korea preceded Trump’s belligerent policies. The 2016 decision by South
Korea to deploy THAAD (Terminal High-Altitude Air Defense) generated a Chinese trade and
economic war against South Korea and also enhanced Sino-Russian military coordination.
Although this system does not threaten Russia’s strategic nuclear forces, Russian officials
now claim U.S. policies, e.g. projected space defenses, pose a threat to China.®> A 2017
report by Russian and Chinese experts openly stated that, although Moscow’s strategic
nuclear forces are outside the range of the U.S. THAAD missiles placed in South Korea at
Seoul’s request, both governments claimed this deployment signified a “changing strategic
balance of power in this region,” representing a clear threat to China and implicitly to
Russia, not just North Korea.®® THAAD also allegedly changes the strategic balance of power
in Northeast Asia, and from Russia’s side generates fears of arms proliferation, namely that
the U.S. and its Asian allies could more easily threaten the Russian Far East and Siberia.®’
The newly released U.S. Missile Defense Review may also heighten their perception of
being at risk.®®

This alliance dynamic also applies to strategic and non-military interests, since both states
see North Korea as an important economic partner today and tomorrow. Therefore, failure
to resolve North Korea’s denuclearization would probably trigger more nuclear and THAAD
deployments that greatly alarm both governments and stimulate their joint or coordinated
counteraction.® Indeed, Graham Allison observes that,

What has emerged is what a former senior Russian national security
official described to me as a “functional military alliance.” Russian and
Chinese General Staffs now have candid, detailed discussions about the
threat U.S. nuclear modernization and missile defenses pose to each of
their strategic deterrents.*

It is likely that these two militaries also conduct equally probing discussions concerning
conventional warfare and Korean issues.®* Allison’s observations reinforce the notion that
beyond the bilateral normative convergence concerning international affairs, a shared
strategic consensus exists regarding Korea.
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Economics

In a more exclusively political and economic context, the successful attraction of North
Korea to the U.S. might well have included major American economic investments there,
had the Hanoi summit succeeded.®? That outcome would have introduced a determined
competitor in North Korea to China. Similarly, to the degree that this process entails
increased energy shipments to North and South Korea (and South Korea has long sought
U.S. energy imports®), that U.S. presence would dramatically reduce Russia’s projected
main instrument for gaining leverage over either or both Korean states, i.e. the generation-
long proposal for a trans-Siberian and trans-Korean gas pipeline (TSR-TKR). If the U.S. can
steer the negotiations with the DPRK, this would likely mean preserving a sizable U.S.
military presence in South Korea and Japan that Beijing and Moscow see as directed against
them. Lastly, to the degree that Washington can successfully steer the negotiations, that
outcome would greatly enhance its standing across Asia at China’s expense. Thus, both sides
see in North Korea an outpost for enhanced commercial and energy ties with Northeast
Asia, as well as a link to new economic opportunities in the Arctic. As Alexander Korolev
wrote in 2016,

Park’s “Eurasian initiative” highlights extending transportation, energy and
trade networks that connect the Pacific coast to Europe and its capacity

to engage North Korea [and] becomes an indispensable element of this
geopolitical model. South Korea’s rail network is supposed to be linked

with the Trans-Siberian railway, and new energy cooperation must link
energy infrastructures, including electricity grids, gas and oil pipelines, and
co-developing China’s shale gas and Eastern Siberia’s petroleum and gas. This
can stimulate trade and, more importantly, provide material foundations for
reforms in North Korea and, eventually Korea’s unification.®*

Some South Korean experts argue that when the TSR-TKR railway and pipelines are opened
and Korean ships can go to the Arctic through the Russian Far East, this initiative will be
realized.®> Also in this context, the successful completion of a pilot project connecting
Khasan in Russia and Rajin in North Korea’s Special Economic Zone by rail and rebuilding the
port of Rajin are significant developments.®® Russian writers also cite other infrastructural
projects with North Korea as signs of progress, including the settlement of its debts to
Russia, and willingness to trade bilaterally in rubles.®’

China and South Korea have already preceded Russia here despite these aforementioned
projects. By 2017, China had clearly dwarfed Russia’s economic presence in areas like North
Korea, Mongolia, and Kazakhstan.?® Beijing long ago grasped the desirability of access to
North Korean ports to exploit the Arctic commercially. Moscow fears that China may use the
Rajin port to gain access to the Arctic and thereby minimize Russia’s commercial exposure
in the developing Northern Sea Route (NSR). Meanwhile, China has also gained access to
another North Korean port at Chongjin on the East China Sea. While China is interested
in the DPRK’s ports to gain access for its northeastern provinces, the Arctic connection
features prominently in Russia’s mind, as Russian analysts observe.
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The most significant Arctic-related shipping development in China is the
leasing of North Korea’s port by Hunchun Chuangli Haiyun Logistics Ltd, based
in neighboring Jillin province, in northeastern China. Rajin lies on the far
northeastern tip of North Korea, near its border with Russia. The company is
private, but the lease was agreed on ‘in cooperation with six Chinese ministries
and the lJillin (sic) provincial government’. In 2008 a 10-year lease was signed
for Rajin’s Pier 1. This granted China access to the Sea of Japan for the first time
since 1938. Although the Arctic was not mentioned in media reports about

the lease, Chinese scholars presumably view Rajin as a potential Arctic hub.
According to several Chinese analysts, the opening of Arctic shipping routes
will be beneficial for the Tumen river area. In late 2011 the lease was extended
for another 20 years. A year later, Hunchun Chuangli’s parent company, Dalian
Chuangli Group, was granted 50-year leases on Rajin’s piers 4, 5 and 6.%

Chinese observers feared exclusion from this Russian-DPRK project. Zhou Yongsheng urged
China’sinclusion in the project.® Now that the Russia-DPRK project is suspended and China’s
Arctic reach is growing, its economic primacy in its ties to North Korea is uncontested and
a major factor of its leverage over the entire complex of North Korean issues. Meanwhile,
Russia cut its 2017-2018 state spending on Arctic transport infrastructure by 90%.2 In
other words, even before 2018, China had preempted Russia here.

Accounting for all these economic, military-strategic, and ideological-political interests,
we easily see that Moscow and Beijing have compelling, and more crucially, comingled
ideological-political-strategic-economic interests in common against the U.S. Accordingly,
they cannot easily permit North Korea to act independently in ways that sideline them,
even if they both need and desire a détente in Northeast Asia that minimizes the risks
of a war in Korea. These interests correlate with their expectations regarding North
Korea’s role in their regional economic designs. Russia has pursued the TSR-TKR projects
as an obsession since before 2000, advancing them at every opportunity as a solution to
any problem in the previous six-party negotiations.!® Likewise, since 2014, if not earlier,
Moscow has systematically upgraded its economic ties with North Korea, to achieve
potential economic leverage and opportunities to advance its railway and energy proposals,
and also to ensure that it remained a politically significant player in North Korea. When
peace will have emerged, North Korea will play a significant role as an economic partner in
the grand scheme of Moscow’s “pivot to Asia.”%

China concurrently sought to manipulate its preeminent economic presence in North
Korea to chastise North Korea for risking peace by going nuclear; yet it has stayed its
hand to prevent its greater nightmare, the economically driven collapse of the regime.*
While China exercised severe economic pressure on North Korea through substantial
diminution of its trade with the DPRK in 2017-2018, the advent of talks with the U.S. has
led to an effusion of optimism.'®> China is now apparently urging North Korea to join its
BRI, arguing that it would prosper by doing so. This move would reduce China’s economic
exposure to a politically dangerous situation, yet would also subordinate North Korea’s
economy to China.%®
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Factors that Impede Collaboration

While both sides see large economic opportunities beckoning, they are also competing
rivals in North Korea. One might ask why, given their optimism about future economic
prospects and common apprehension about too independent a North Korean policy, they
have supported Pyongyang’s negotiating strategy. Arguably, they have no other choice,
unless they want to risk war or marginalization. And should North Korea reach an agreement
with Washington that offers economic benefits, Russia and/or China could lose some, if not
much, of their influence.*” That possibility has become much more a real prospect, though
the Hanoi summit’s outcome temporarily reduces that prospect.

Japan has clearly been marginalized.1®® Although Kim Jong-un has held four summits with
China, the conventional wisdom about China’s ability to influence North Korea is arguably
inadequate orincomplete. Undoubtedly, Beijing possesses considerable means of economic
leverage on Pyongyang. But it remains reluctant to use its full leverage beyond registering
its unhappiness with the DPRK’s behavior. Furthermore, while North Korea clearly wants
to retain China’s good will and coordinate with it, North Korea will not subordinate its
interests to those of China. Indeed, some argue that one reason for nuclearization is to
evade Chinese pressure to subordinate North Korea.'® Prior to 2018, Kim Jong-un showed
no hesitation in brutally challenging Chinese interests and factions within North Korea
by murdering his uncle and his half-brother who had been under Chinese protection to
eliminate any channel of Chinese influence over his government.

Concurrently, he upgraded economic ties to Russia, thereby continuing his family legacy
of endlessly manipulating Sino-Russian competition for influence over North Korea.'° This
highly productive tactic expands North Korea’s space for maneuver and reduces the Sino-
Russian scope of influence over North Korea. Moreover, the DPRK has never fully trusted
Beijing or Moscow and fears abandonment or efforts to suppress its independence.'!! One
reason for nuclear weapons is, therefore, the desire to achieve independence from both
those powers and force them to offer resources to sustain North Korea, since Pyongyang
apparently still will not undertake Chinese or Vietnamese types of reforms, presumably due
to fears of their political consequences.

Given the continuing Sino-Russian fears of being sidelined, Sino-Russian support for North
Korea suggests that they have no choice but to let North Korea deal directly with Washington
as long as their equities—which are greater in China’s case as a belligerent during the
Korean War—are respected.!? In other words, the advent of a direct U.S.-DPRK dialogue
has overridden their fears of being sidelined, brought them together, yet prevented them
from blocking this dialogue. And it is now clear that the U.S. has no intention of allowing
them into a multilateral negotiating format with North Korea, another sign of Russia’s
diminished leverage.’3 The failure in Hanoi and Kim’s apparent failure to obtain badly
needed economic help in his summit with Putin may, therefore, lead Kim to resume playing
Moscow against Beijing to garner resources and create more space should he decide to
keep pursuing the U.S. option.

Russia’s dilemma about marginalization goes deeper and it has fewer means to confront
it. Russia’s primary vital interests in Korea are peace and inclusion. Those linked interests
are equally critical in importance because exclusion from a Korean peace process means
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Russia cannot guarantee that its interests will be safeguarded or that it has any leverage
over other actors concerning questions of war and peace. Moscow has long known this and
been visibly alarmed about it.}** Consequently, the strategy Russia and China have chosen
to follow necessarily confers the current initiative on North Korea. It is the only strategy
that lets Russia entertain the idea that in the future it can greatly expand economic, and
especially energy ties with North Korea.'®

Although China has an even greater economic stake in North Korea and has visibly improved
relations with North Korea, it too has reacted to Pyongyang’s initiatives, and not enforced
its own strategy. It may balk at supporting Washington, given the strong Sino-American
economic and geopolitical rivalry, but precisely for that reason, it cannot visibly obstruct the
talks with Washington or the inter-Korean negotiation process, lest its motives be exposed
and either or both Koreas make a separate and new deal with Washington. So, at least
until Hanoi, China could not stop North Korea from moving forward with Washington and
Seoul. After the Kim-Putin summit it will be of no little interest to see how China moves on
Korean issues.

China’s victory to date over Russia in the competition for influence in North Korea has
not stopped the rivalry between them that lets North Korea continue playing the two off
against each other, even as it solicits their support for its negotiating position. But what
most benefitted the DPRK before Hanoi is that it was driving the negotiation train thanks to
Trump and Moon’s decision to engage Kim Jong-un directly. This forced China and Russia to
support Kim’s position in order to realize their key strategic, political, and economic interests.
That outcome represents a welcome reversal for Pyongyang of its perceived situation since
the end of the Korean War. Developments after the Hanoi and Vladivostok summits will
indicate to what degree this trend will continue and how it will affect the players.

Like Washington, Moscow and Beijing have had to realize the limits of their power in dealing
with North Korea to achieve their overriding goals of displacing or supplanting the U.S.
Asian alliance system, or even the intermediary goal of demonstrating their indispensability
as great powers to any Asian strategic changes. Korean regional dynamics, along with the
global dynamics of China and Russia’s break with the United States’ normative posture and
its supposedly hegemonic designs upon them (and refusal to take them as seriously as they
wish to be valued) have helped foster the alliance we see today. This also shows the ability
of Asian middle powers to exert influence on the great powers.

Jumping to the conclusion that Russia’s great power arrogance will not permit it to continue
playing second fiddle to China seems misplaced for now even if analysts simply invoke this
conclusion as a given. Indeed, Russian analysts at IMEMO (the Institute of International
Relations and Global Economics) denied this already in 2017 and stated that Russia is, in
fact, or has already, accommodated itself to China’s primacy.!*® Three points are crucial
here. First, Russia’s growing dependence on Chinese material and political support inhibits
Russia’s ability to assert itself as a great power, especially in Asia, without Chinese support.
Even Putin seems to recognize this, as he has said that, “the main struggle, which is now
underway, is that for global leadership and we are not going to contest China on this.”*"’
Second, China will happily support Russian challenges to Europe and the U.S. for this
fits perfectly with its traditional strategic approach of fighting with “a borrowed sword”
or having barbarians fight barbarians and thus weaken or distract U.S. capacity to resist
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growing Chinese power.!® Lastly, if we look at China’s treatment of Russia when it opened
a base in Tajikistan, it is clear that China moves very cautiously and solicitously regarding
Russia since preserving this alliance is clearly of the utmost strategic priority to Beijing.*
So, despite China’s imperial ambitions, this bilateral community of interests is unlikely to
disappear anytime soon. Indeed, given global tensions, it may actually get stronger before
it weakens.

China is also steadily evicting Russia from past positions in Central Asia and will work
to subordinate if not exclude it from long-term influence over North Korea despite its
diplomatic caution and solicitude for Russia.'* China’s attitude toward Central Asia arguably
also represents the way Beijing looks at Moscow’s equities over the short and long run for
Korea. Jeanne Wilson and Nadege Rolland have noted China’s “scrupulous respect” that
goes far to assuage Russia’s permanently wounded ego.?* As Rolland writes,

Chinese strategists are clear-eyed about Russia’s regional ambitions and pursuit
of prestige, its concerns about China’s strategic intent, and its uneasiness

with the growing power imbalance. At the same time they are aware that
Beijing’s own regional supremacy cannot be achieved if Russia is antagonized
and stands in the way. Chinese strategists thus advocate a low-friction path,
prudently working on ways to assuage Moscow’s fears while taking advantage
of its current isolation and lack of alternative options. They hope that a
concerted effort might enable the two strategic partners to avoid the rise

of bilateral tensions and discord, while helping both achieve their regional
objectives. As one top Chinese diplomat put it, Eurasia is the main region
where China must work hand in hand with Russia to seek ‘convergence and a
balance of interests’ and align both countries’ Eurasian grand strategies. Visible
between the lines of Chinese assessments, however, is the expectation that the
accommodation of Russia’s needs and fears will only be a transitional phase
during which China needs to bide its time; in the long run Russia will have
become a toothless former superpower, surrendering the stage for Beijing to
fully assert its influence over Eurasia.?

It appears that this or similar procedures are being used in defense consultations on the
Arctic and Northeast Asia (possibly Southeast too) to solidify the alliance until China, as it
expects, will, by a natural process of growth combined with Russian decline, fully reveal its
hegemony over Eurasia. For now, that process has succeeded brilliantly, and there is little
reason to see it failing in the immediate or short-term future, especially as Russian isolation
continues due to its war on the West and domestic stagnation, policies that leave no option
but dependence on China and alliance against the West.

Conclusion

Paradoxically, the relationships outlined here offer Washington an opportunity to negotiate
with Pyongyang despite the abortive Hanoi summit, if it reckons with regional security
dynamics and accords them their rightful priority. Fostering North Korean independence
to the greatest possible degree by recognizing North Korea’s need for security as it
denuclearizes, offers the U.S. the tangible possibility of reshaping regional dynamics to its
advantage, because North Korea has shown that it too can move the regional equation and
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shape Sino-Russian alliance dynamics. Doing so requires a much more coherent American
negotiation process. However, failure to grasp the existing possibility for negotiating inter-
Korean peace and denuclearization through the inter-Korean negotiations on the one hand,
and Washington and Pyongyang on the other, could cause a reversion towards the bipolarity
that is always lurking in the wings.

Moscow and Beijing are driven very much by anti-Americanism and their aspirations for
influence over both Koreas, and would, if they could, thwart any serious denuclearization or
progress towards peace while trying to prevent the outbreak of a hot war. But thwarting the
current negotiations by freezing the status quo only reproduces repeated and dangerous
crises, if not a new war. For now, Moscow and Beijing have no choice but to support the
current negotiations to retain their influence over Pyongyang. This gives Washington the
golden opportunity to reduce that influence and craft a mutually beneficial solution in
Korea. Paradoxically, the dynamics of the Russo-Chinese alliance, much to the likely chagrin
of those governments, has created the conditions allowing for this reshaping to occur. Such
solutions are on the table, so to speak, for inspection.’ Hopefully, the U.S. will seize the
opportunity standing before it and lead Northeast Asia out of its dead end. Otherwise, a
return to the status quo ante is all but ensured. And who benefits from that?
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During the period leading up to the turn toward diplomacy on the Korean Peninsula that
began in 2018, China and Russia achieved close cooperation in addressing the North Korean
nuclear crisis. This cooperation was one of the most striking examples of the increasingly
close relationship that China and Russia have forged in recent years amid a downturnin both
countries’ relations with the United States.! It also reflected the close similarity in the two
countries’ understandings of their respective security interests on the Korean Peninsula.

As the crisis on the peninsula intensified, China and Russia expressed similar views
regarding the underlying reasons for the conflict and diplomatic paths for resolving it. They
professed their opposition to the presence of nuclear weapons on the Korean Peninsula
and supported increasingly tough sanctions against North Korea following its repeated
nuclear and missile tests. However, they remained united in their efforts to limit pressure
on the North Korean regime, aiming to prevent its collapse. Above all, China and Russia
were determined to limit and ultimately reduce the U.S. military presence in Northeast
Asia, including the deployment of U.S. missile defense systems.

China and Russia welcomed the turn toward diplomacy that began in 2018, which essentially
followed their preferred course of a moratorium on North Korean nuclear and missile tests
and a corresponding pause in the conduct of large-scale U.S.-South Korean joint military
exercises. The two countries nevertheless remained skeptical about the prospects for
resolving the crisis, given the large gap between the positions of North Korea and the
United States. They sought to coordinate their diplomatic efforts closely with those of the
North Korean leadership, though China proved more successful in this respect than Russia
because of the much greater influence that it now wields on the Korean Peninsula. China
and Russia may also have intensified their discussions of security coordination. Russia’s
large-scale Vostok-2018 military exercises, in which Chinese forces participated for the first
time in this quadrennial series, may have served as a demonstration of Russian and Chinese
military power in Northeast Asia in advance of the possible outbreak of armed conflict on
the Korean Peninsula. The security interests of China and Russia on the peninsula are not
identical, especially regarding the long-term prospects for reunification, but their interests
are likely to remain largely aligned for the foreseeable future. Close cooperation between
China and Russia on the Korean Peninsula’s security issues is, therefore, likely to continue.

China’s Security Ties to North Korea

The Korean Peninsula plays a crucial role in China’s security considerations. Relations
between China and North Korea, including bilateral security ties, continue to be based
officially on the Sino-North Korean Mutual Aid and Cooperation Friendship Treaty, which
the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK)
signed in 1961. The treaty includes a mutual defense clause, making provisions for the
two countries to provide each other with military assistance in the event that either faces
external aggression. This document, therefore, affords China the legal right to intervene
militarily on the Korean Peninsula in the event of war. Nevertheless, China insists that it
has a normal state-to-state relationship with North Korea, not a formal alliance, and that it
is under no obligation to defend North Korea in any conflict that the regime in Pyongyang
initiates. In practice, China would be widely expected to intervene in any war on the Korean
Peninsula, as it did in 1950.2
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China seeks to avoid such an outcome. The outbreak of a war on the peninsula would create
a grave security threat close to its own borders and would stimulate a large, potentially
destabilizing flow of refugees into its own territory. China, therefore, voices its support for
peace and stability on the Korean Peninsula. It also officially supports the elimination of all
nuclear weapons from the peninsula. Together, these preferences find expression in China’s
policy of “Three Nos”: &%, &, £# (no war, no chaos, and no nuclear weapons.).® China
also professes support for the eventual peaceful reunification of Korea.

China’s paramount goal, however, is to dramatically reduce and ultimately eliminate the
U.S. military presence in Northeast Asia, as in the wider Asia-Pacific region, allowing China
to establish itself as the dominant regional power. Toward this end, China seeks to prevent
the reunification of the Korean Peninsula under circumstances in which the newly unified
Korea would be a U.S. ally. Such an outcome potentially would allow the United States
to station military forces north of the 38th parallel and close to China’s borders. China,
therefore, perceives an interest in maintaining the existence of North Korea as a buffer
state. Despite its official support for the denuclearization of the peninsula, China prefers the
existence of a nuclear-armed North Korea to the collapse of the regime in Pyongyang if such
a collapse were to occur in a way that the Chinese government viewed as detrimental to its
own security interests.* China supports the eventual reunification of the peninsula, but only
as a country that is, at minimum, neutral. With no prospect of such an outcome currently in
sight, Chinais likely to persist in its belief that the status quo is preferable to any unification
process for the foreseeable future.®

The North Korean nuclear weapons program, nevertheless, poses a series of challenges
for China’s security policies. North Korea’s nuclear tests and missile launches ratchet up
tensions in the region, heightening the risk of major war, and possibly nuclear war, as events
in 2017 starkly demonstrated. Such actions also increase the likelihood that U.S. allies in
Asia such as Japan and South Korea eventually could build nuclear weapons of their own.
In the view of Chinese strategists, North Korea’s belligerent posture, including its nuclear
weapons program, serves as the pretext for a U.S. military presence in Northeast Asia that
ultimately contains China as well as North Korea. The U.S. deployment of the Thermal
High-Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) anti-ballistic missile defense system in South Korea
underscored these concerns. China strongly opposed the THAAD deployment, arguing that
this system posed a direct threat to its nuclear deterrent.® Chinese officials argued that the
monitoring range of the system’s X-band radar reached far beyond the Korean Peninsula
and deep into Chinese territory.” For all of these reasons, Chinese leaders have become
progressively more irritated with North Korea’s behavior in recent years and increasingly
supportive of international sanctions against the regime in Pyongyang.

At the same time, China recognizes that North Korea’s nuclear weapons program serves
as the only reliable deterrent against a potential U.S. attack on the regime in Pyongyang.
It thereby serves China’s interests by ensuring the continued survival of North Korea as a
buffer state for China. North Korea’s provocations create demands on U.S. military resources
and attention, potentially reducing pressure on China.®? Chinese leaders also recognize
that progress in the construction of North Korean nuclear weapons and intercontinental
ballistic missiles has the potential to weaken U.S. alliances in Asia.® These advances could
increasingly call into question the willingness of U.S. citizens to put their own cities at risk
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on behalf of their Asian allies’ security.’® Although China has voted for increasingly tough
sanctions in the UN Security Council, it has successfully worked with Russia to weaken the
versions proposed by the United States, aiming to prevent the destabilization of the regime
in Pyongyang. Along with Russia, China has sought to ensure that a reduction of the U.S.
security footprint in Northeast Asia accompanies steps toward denuclearization by North
Korea. As with reunification of the peninsula, China supports the goal of denuclearization
only if it occurs in a way that preserves China’s perceived security interests in the region.

Russia’s Security Ties to North Korea

Like the PRC, the Soviet Union signed a treaty with North Korea in 1961 that included a
mutual defense clause. Relations between Moscow and Pyongyang took a downturn during
Mikhail Gorbachev’s tenure, then reached a low point during the early post-Soviet years,
when President Boris Yeltsin focused on relations with South Korea while largely neglecting
North Korea. Yeltsin annulled the Soviet-North Korean treaty in 1994 but soon expressed
a desire to rebuild relations with the regime in Pyongyang.!* In 2000, Russia and North
Korea signed the Treaty on Friendship, Cooperation and Good-Neighborly Relations, which
continues to provide the official basis for bilateral relations. Because this treaty contains no
mutual defense clause, it signaled the formal end of the alliance.?

Russia, therefore, bears no obligation to defend North Korea, in contrast to China’s relations
with North Korea, which arguably constitute an alliance. Russia’s diplomatic and security
influence on the Korean Peninsula also pales in comparison to that of China, given Russia’s
minimal economic ties with North Korea, the underdeveloped state of its eastern regions,
and its generally weak position in the Asia-Pacific region. Russia also perceives a greater
interest in the eventual reunification of the peninsula than does China, for reasons discussed
below. In other respects, however, the pattern of security ties between Russia and North
Korea bears many similarities to those of the China-North Korea relationship.

Russia shares a border with North Korea, albeit a short one of only about 11 miles. Like
China, Russia seeks to avoid the outbreak of war on the peninsula, which would pose a
dangerous security threat to the Russian Far East.™ Russia also aims to prevent the collapse
of the regime in Pyongyang, fearing that such an outcome would destabilize the surrounding
region and cause a flow of refugees toward Russian territory.* Russia officially opposes the
presence of nuclear weapons on the peninsula. The most recent “Foreign Policy Concept
of the Russian Federation,” published in late 2016, states that Russia views the resumption
of the Six-Party Talks as the most effective means to achieve the denuclearization of the
Korean Peninsula.” Russia, therefore, shares the objectives of China’s “Three No’s.”

Russia’s official support for the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula is based on a
variety of considerations. Russia continues to possess a large nuclear arsenal, which is one
of its few remaining attributes of superpower status. As such, Russia has a strong interest in
the defense of the nuclear non-proliferation regime and the prevention of the acquisition of
nuclear weapons by states that lack nuclear status under the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation
of Nuclear Weapons (NPT). Russia views North Korea’s nuclear tests and missile launches
as potentially destabilizing for regional security. It considers North Korea’s nuclear weapons
program and provocative behavior to be a pretext for U.S. regional military buildups that
are at least partly directed at the containment of Russia as well as China.
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From the beginning of his tenure, Russian President Vladimir Putin perceived this problem.
In July 2000, during his first year as president, Putin visited North Korea with the goal of
persuading North Korea to cease its plans to build nuclear-capable missiles. In this way, he
hoped to remove a reason for the United States to withdraw from the Anti-Ballistic Missile
(ABM) Treaty, which ultimately occurred in 2002.® Russia joined China in opposing THAAD
following the 2016 announcement that the system would be deployed. Although Russia’s
nuclear arsenal remains large enough to overwhelm any prospective U.S. theater or national
missile defense system, Russia professes concern that the United States is establishing a
global missile defense system that could eventually threaten Russia’s nuclear deterrent.
Russia is, therefore, taking steps to enhance its capabilities for nuclear deterrence, both
through upgrades to its stock of nuclear-capable missiles and through the deployment of
means of non-nuclear deterrence. Such concerns underscore the ways in which Russia, like
China, views the problems of the Korean Peninsula in the context of global politics and
rivalry with the United States.?”

Despite its official opposition to North Korea’s possession of nuclear weapons, Russia
professes understanding for the motives behind Pyongyang’s nuclear ambitions. Russian
leaders and experts assign a significant amount of blame for the crisis to the United States,
arguing that if not for U.S. threats to use military force against the regime in Pyongyang
and to topple it, North Korea would have no reason to build nuclear weapons. Their claim
is that, in the face of a security threat from the United States, nuclear weapons offer North
Korea the only reliable deterrent.®

In the long term, Russia’s position on unification of the Korean Peninsula differs somewhat
from China’s. Russia has a stronger interest than China in reunification or at least a much
closer relationship between the two Koreas. Unification or integration would allow Russia
to pursue economic projects that could stimulate the development of the Russian Far
East, expand Russia’s influence on the peninsula, and enhance Russia’s profile in the Asia-
Pacific region. These projects could include the linkage of the Trans-Siberian Railway with
a railroad traversing the Korean Peninsula, the construction of oil and gas pipelines from
Russian territory onto the peninsula, and the integration of regional electric grids.® The
potential for such projects is one of the few levers of influence that Russia wields on the
peninsula. Their successful conclusion could allow North Korea to reduce its economic
dependence on China.? This, in turn, could allow Russia to strengthen its relations with
the Korean Peninsula and other regional actors, especially Japan, thereby reducing its own
dependence on China.

The difference in Russian and Chinese interests regarding the potential unification of the
Korean Peninsula should not be exaggerated, however, especially in the near term. First of
all, unification is still a remote prospect. For the foreseeable future, Russia and China are
focused on addressing the immediate crisis, in which their interests are largely aligned.
Moreover, although Russia’s interest in unification is stronger than China’s, Russia is also
concerned about the manner in which unification would occur. Like China, Russia seeks
to avoid an outcome in which the government of a newly unified Korea would form a
tight political-military alliance with the United States.?* From Russia’s perspective, as from
China’s, the maintenance of North Korea as a buffer state would be preferable to such an
outcome.?? Just as Russia is concerned about the deployment of NATO forces along its
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western borders, it also seeks to avoid the potential deployment of U.S. forces close to its
eastern border, as would be possible if the United States were to gain an opportunity to
station forces on the Korean Peninsula north of the 38th parallel.?®

China-Russia Relations and
Security Ties to North Korea

As the above analysis suggests, China and Russia hold positions on the security issues of
the Korean Peninsula that are similar, or in some cases, nearly identical. As the China-
Russia relationship has grown closer in recent years, the two countries’ cooperation on the
North Korean nuclear crisis has increased significantly. As Gilbert Rozman has argued, the
increasingly tense North Korean nuclear crisis of recent years has been a test of relations
within the U.S.-China-Russia triangle, and Russia has sided with China in this important
case.? Both China and Russia view the issues of the Korean Peninsula through the prism
of global security and their competition with the United States. They seek to reduce the
U.S. security presence in Northeast Asia, and they accuse the United States of using North
Korea’s nuclear weapons program and provocative behavior as a pretext for strengthening
this presence. They are particularly concerned about U.S. deployment of THAAD in South
Korea, viewing it as a potential threat to their own nuclear deterrents.?

China and Russia officially oppose the presence of nuclear weapons on the Korean
Peninsula. They express irritation at North Korea’s provocative behavior and unwillingness
to follow their lead. As an expression of their irritation, they have supported increasingly
tight sanctions imposed by the UN Security Council, though they have also succeeded in
weakening U.S.-proposed sanctions and in helping North Korea to evade the sanctions that
have been imposed, all in an effort to limit international pressure on the North Korean
regime and to prevent its collapse. As much as North Korea’s construction of nuclear
weapons and belligerent behavior may irritate them, their goal of limiting the U.S. military
presence in the region overrides these concerns. Unless the United States agrees to limit
its regional military presence, China and Russia will continue to support the North Korean
regime and attempt to ensure its survival.?®

In recent years, these shared interests have stimulated heightened cooperation between
Chinaand Russia onissues related to the security of the peninsula. This cooperation has taken
concrete form on several issues, including opposition to THAAD deployment, coordination
during debates in the UN Security Council on proposed sanctions, and diplomatic proposals
for resolving the crisis. This cooperation is likely to continue during the uncertain period of
diplomacy that lies ahead.

Crisis management: 2016-2017

In early 2016, the United States and South Korea announced plans to deploy THAAD on
South Korean territory as a means of defense against potential North Korean missile strikes
targeting that country or U.S. military bases in Asia. Since then, China and Russia have
maintained solidarity in opposition to this deployment. Their concerns differed slightly but
led them to the same conclusion. China argued that the system could pose a direct threat
to its own nuclear deterrent. Russian leaders knew that THAAD posed no immediate threat
to their own deterrent, but they sought to halt the spread of U.S. missile defense systems
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worldwide.?” Russia and China agreed that THAAD was, in reality, one component of what
could eventually become a global missile defense system that aims to maintain the U.S.
military advantage in the Asia-Pacific region, as in Europe and elsewhere, and to contain
China and Russia.?® Opposition to THAAD represented the continuation of sustained efforts
by China and Russia to resist the expansion of U.S. missile defense systems dating back to
the 1990s, when the United States began to contemplate such plans.

During Putin’s visit to Chinain June 2016, China and Russia issued a joint declaration on global
strategic stability in which they expressed their shared opposition to THAAD deployment.?
The two countries also increased their own cooperation in the area of missile defense,
holding joint computer-simulated exercises in May 2016 and December 2017 in which they
practiced joint actions to respond to strikes by ballistic missiles or cruise missiles.* Efforts
by China and Russia to prevent the deployment of THAAD were unsuccessful, however,
as the United States began to install the system in South Korea during the spring of 2017.
China and Russia continue to express their opposition to U.S. missile defense systems, most
recently in a joint statement issued in June 2018.3!

As the North Korean nuclear crisis intensified in 2017, China and Russia closely coordinated
their responses to events. They expressed their shared position most clearly in a July 4,
2017 joint declaration on the issues of the peninsula. In this declaration, the two countries
proposed a three-stage process for resolving the crisis. The first stage would consist of a
“dual freeze” in which North Korea would impose a moratorium on nuclear and ballistic
missile tests, and in return the United States and South Korea would refrain from large-
scale joint military exercises.? The United States initially rejected this proposal, viewing
it as merely a ploy to undermine the U.S.-South Korean alliance and other U.S. alliances
in Asia. However, as the turn toward diplomacy unfolded during 2018, events essentially
followed this script, allowing China and Russia to claim some credit.*® The second stage
would involve the establishment of U.S.-North Korea and inter-Korean direct dialogue to
discuss principles of peaceful coexistence. The third stage would feature the establishment
of multilateral negotiations on Northeast Asian security, including discussions regarding
the denuclearization of the peninsula.3* This proposal combined the Chinese proposals
for a “dual freeze” and “parallel advancement,” involving simultaneous discussions of
denuclearization and a peace mechanism for the peninsula, with the Russian idea of a
“roadmap” for settlement of the Korean dispute in stages.*®

China and Russia also coordinated their positions during discussions at the UN Security
Council about the imposition of sanctions against North Korea. The two countries had
traditionally opposed harsh sanctions against the regime in Pyongyang. In 2016 and 2017,
however, as U.S. pressure to impose sanctions grew following a series of North Korean
nuclear and missile tests, China and Russia agreed to support increasingly tough sanctions.
The Security Council passed three resolutions imposing sanctions during 2016 and four
more during 2017.3¢

The approaches that China and Russia took during this period differed slightly, however. In
the words of one Russian analyst, China and Russia took a “good cop/bad cop” approach.?’
China’s relations with North Korea had deteriorated since Kim Jong-un’s accession to
power in 2011. Moreover, China was experiencing a relatively warm period in relations
with the United States following Xi Jinping’s meeting with Donald Trump at Mar-a-Lago,
Florida, in March 2017. China was therefore willing to support tougher sanctions than it had
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previously. Russia was more reluctant, viewing sanctions as an ineffective means to induce
changes in North Korean behavior, but it ultimately agreed to follow China’s lead. China and
Russia nevertheless succeeded in weakening U.S. sanctions proposals. Most notably, they
rejected the U.S. proposal for a total crude oil embargo, agreeing instead to restrict crude
oil supplies to existing levels. Moreover, both China and Russia have helped North Korea to
evade the sanctions in various ways.®

The turn toward diplomacy: 2018-2019

China and Russia welcomed the turn toward diplomacy that began in 2018, including
both the inter-Korean and the U.S.-North Korea dialogues. After a period of heightened
tension and threats, both countries were relieved to see the issues of the Korean Peninsula
return to a diplomatic track, though they recognized the fragility of this process. Officially,
they professed their desire for the negotiating process to return to the Six-Party Talks, a
forum including North Korea, South Korea, the United States, China, Russia, and Japan
that operated between 2003 and 2009.%* In practice, the diplomacy that emerged in 2018
returned to a Four-Party format featuring the United States, China, and the two Koreas,
with Russia, like Japan, largely relegated to the margins.*

Following a flurry of inter-Korean diplomacy that coincided with the February 2018 Winter
Olympics in PyeongChang, South Korea, Trump accepted Kim Jong-un’s offer to meet. This
signaled the emergence of new diplomatic possibilities following the sharp rhetoric and
escalating tensions of the previous year. The first Trump-Kim summit, which the two leaders
held on June 12 in Singapore, produced a joint declaration expressing agreement in general
terms on four points, namely the commitment to establish a new relationship between
the United States and North Korea, joint efforts to build a regime of peace and stability on
the peninsula, North Korea’s commitment to denuclearization of the peninsula, and the
return of the remains of American POWs/MIAs.*! Following the summit, Trump announced
the cancellation of planned joint military exercises with South Korea. Together with North
Korea’s previously announced moratorium on nuclear and missile tests, this essentially
fulfilled the call by China and Russia one year earlier for a “dual freeze.”

In preparation for his meeting with Trump, Kim Jong-un turned primarily to China for
support. During 2018, Kim visited China three times, twice in advance of his summit with
Trump in Singapore, and again just one week after the summit. Kim’s visit to China in March
2018 was his first official trip outside of North Korea and his first meeting with Xi. During
this meeting, Kim and Xi reaffirmed the close bond between their two countries. Since
Kim’s accession to power in 2011, China and North Korea had experienced considerable
tension in their relationship, as China became increasingly exasperated by North Korea’s
provocative behavior, both domestic and international. During this visit, the two countries
endeavored to return their relationship to a solid footing. China sought to maintain its
influence over North Korea, while Kim’s visit demonstrated his need for Chinese support in
order to increase his bargaining leverage in negotiations with the United States.*?

The turn toward diplomacy on the Korean Peninsula during 2018 changed some of China’s
calculations. As the crisis intensified during 2017, China sought to use its influence over
North Korea as leverage in relations with the United States. China hoped that its willingness
to apply diplomatic and economic pressure on North Korea would help to achieve more
favorable U.S. policies regarding such issues as Taiwan, the South China Sea, and trade.
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Now, with the turn toward diplomacy, China had to be alert to the possibility that North
Korea would return to its time-worn tactic of using great-power rivalry to its advantage.® In
an extreme scenario, albeit one that seemed unlikely, North Korea might achieve sufficient
improvement in its relations with the United States and South Korea to dramatically
reduce its reliance on China.* By the time Kim visited Beijing in June, one week after his
summit with Trump, a burgeoning trade war was creating tension in U.S.-China relations.
This situation offered an opening for Kim to disrupt the cooperation on Korean issues that
the United States and China had recently achieved, which had increased pressure on his
own country, and use a strengthened relationship with China as leverage in his ongoing
negotiations with the United States.*

Russia also sought to engage actively in the diplomatic process, but its consultations with
North Korea were less extensive than those of China. The Russian and North Korean foreign
ministers exchanged official visits in April and May, but no meeting took place between
Putin and Kim in 2018. Following North Korean Foreign Minister Ri Yong Ho's visit to Russia
in April, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov visited North Korea in late May, less than
two weeks before the Singapore summit. Lavrov delivered a letter from Putin inviting the
North Korean leader to visit Russia, and in particular, if Kim so desired, to attend the Eastern
Economic Forum in Vladivostok in September 2018.%¢ South Korean President Moon Jae-in
reportedly indicated that he would also attend the forum if his North Korean counterpoint
did so. Xi and Japanese Prime Minister Abe Shinzo had already agreed to attend. If the
two Korean leaders had attended the forum, then Russia would have succeeded in hosting
the first meeting of all of Northeast Asia’s heads of state.*” This would have been a major
diplomatic coup for Russia, signaling its re-emergence as a major actor in Korean issues
and possibly presaging a revival of the Six-Party Talks. Ultimately, however, neither Kim nor
Moon attended the summit.

Despite its continued marginalization on the issues of the Korean Peninsula, Russia sought
to exert influence by working closely with China. During the fall, China and Russia continued
to coordinate their diplomacy in addressing North Korea. In September, discussions at the
UN Security Council showcased the gap between the United States and its allies, on one
side, and China, Russia, and North Korea, on the other, regarding the appropriate path
to denuclearization. The United States insisted that the sanctions should remain in place
until North Korea had fully abandoned its nuclear weapons program. China and Russia,
meanwhile, supported North Korea in demanding that the process of denuclearization
proceed in stages. In their view, the United States should first ease sanctions as a reward
for North Korea’s willingness to enter negotiations, then engage in a step-by-step process in
which the two sides would trade reciprocal concessions.*

Although North Korea turned primarily to China for support in its diplomacy with the United
States, it also sought to use the solidarity between China and Russia on Korean issues to gain
a bit of added leverage. In October 2018, Choe Son-hui, North Korea’s vice foreign minister
responsible for negotiations on nuclear issues with the United States, visited Beijing and
Moscow.” Following her meeting with Russian officials, deputy foreign ministers from all
three countries held a conference in Moscow, the first trilateral consultation of its kind.*°
They reiterated their support for a phased process, rejecting U.S. insistence that North Korea
fully denuclearize before the United States would support the removal of sanctions and
agree to a peace treaty formally ending the Korean War. In a joint declaration, they called



68 Joint U.S.-Korea Academic Studies

for the UN Security Council, in light of “important steps in the direction of denuclearization”
by North Korea, to review existing sanctions. The process for resolving the crisis, they
asserted, should be “step-by-step and synchronized,” with the parties involved making
progress through reciprocal concessions.>* Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Igor Morgulov,
the Russian representative in this meeting, said that unilateral demands for North Korea to
denuclearize were unlikely to succeed.>

Such disagreements over the proper sequence of actions continued to confound U.S.-North
Korean diplomacy. The February summit in Hanoi between Trump and Kim, which Kim
preceded with yet another visit to China in January, broke down amid disagreement over
the steps that North Korea would have to take in order to obtain relief from sanctions. Kim
reportedly offered to dismantle the nuclear facilities at Yongbyon, including those used
for plutonium and uranium enrichment, in return for wide-ranging relief from sanctions
imposed since 2016. Trump rejected this offer, insisting that North Korea would have to
take further steps toward denuclearization in order to obtain the sanctions relief that Kim
sought.>® Experts believe that North Korea operates at least one uranium-enrichment facility
besides Yongbyon, as well as other nuclear facilities throughout the country. Less than one
month after the summit, North Korea threatened to abandon talks with the United States
and resume nuclear and missile tests.> Kim later announced that he was willing to meet
Trump again, but only if the United States offered what he considered to be an acceptable
proposal by the end of 2019.%

The failure of the Hanoi summit had the potential to reset the diplomatic chessboard, at
least somewhat. In the weeks that followed, Kim shifted diplomatic attention toward Russia,
offering an opportunity for Moscow to increase its influence on Korean issues. Following
the Singapore summit in 2018, Kim visited China almost immediately while declining to
take up Putin’s invitation to visit Russia. After the Hanoi summit, by contrast, Kim held no
immediate follow-up visit with Xi, despite traveling through Chinese territory on his long
train journey home. In late April, following an announcement during the previous month
that Kim would soon visit Russia, the North Korean leader traveled to Vladivostok for a
summit meeting with Putin, who was on his way to Beijing for China’s second Belt and
Road Forum. The meeting produced no breakthroughs, but it offered the Russian and North
Korean leaders an opportunity to express their shared opposition to the U.S. negotiating
position and their shared support for a gradual process of conflict resolution featuring the
easing of sanctions in return for steps toward denuclearization by North Korea.>®

Kim’s visit to Russia may have signaled not only his frustration with the United States
following the collapse of negotiations in Hanoi, but also his continued suspicion of China.
The meeting with Putin allowed Kim to demonstrate that North Korea had other diplomatic
options.>” Kim’s visit, which Russia had long sought, also offered Russia an opportunity to
reinsert itself into Korean diplomacy. Following a period in which Kim focused his diplomatic
efforts on China, the United States, and South Korea, the Putin-Kim summit offered an
opening for Russia to broaden this Four-Party format and reassert its own influence. Ideally,
from Russia’s standpoint, this would eventually lead to the revival of the Six-Party Talks.
Such an outcome was far from certain, however, as both the United States and China might
prefer the current approach of direct diplomacy with North Korea in bilateral formats.*®
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If the recent past is an accurate guide, then Russia is unlikely to assert its influence at
China’s expense. Between 2012 and 2018, when China-North Korea relations were tense,
Russia sought to increase its influence with North Korea, but without challenging China
overtly. Indeed, some Russian analysts speculated that Russia was now stepping forward to
offer support for North Korea on China’s behalf at a time when China was focused on ending
the U.S.-China trade war.*® China, for its part, called for patience following the breakdown of
the Hanoi summit, with a Foreign Ministry spokesman stating that the issues were unlikely
to be resolved overnight. In some ways, the stalemate following Hanoi was a favorable
outcome for China. The U.S.-North Korea diplomacy had dramatically reduced the potential
for war on the Korean Peninsula, but it had also failed to produce an agreement that the
Chinese leadership might view as adverse to its own interests.°

China and Russia continued to support the U.S-North Korea diplomatic process while
recognizing the difficulty of achieving a breakthrough. As one Russian expert argued,
the goal of an agreement in which North Korea would exchange its nuclear weapons for
security was extremely difficult to achieve. The regime in Pyongyang would be exceedingly
unlikely to relinquish its only trump card in return for a mere promise of security, and yet it
was difficult to see how the United States could offer an irreversible security guarantee.®*
In advance of his first summit with Trump, Kim agreed to drop North Korea’s demand that
the United States withdraw its 28,000 troops stationed in South Korea as a condition for
denuclearization.®? Ultimately, however, North Korea might insist on retaining at least a
minimal nuclear deterrent, a possibility that some U.S. experts recognized “through
clenched teeth.” In any case, U.S.-North Korea diplomacy was likely to feature repeated
breakdowns as both sides periodically expressed their dissatisfaction with the other.®

China-Russia military cooperation in the event of armed conflict

The negotiating process between the United States and North Korea remains fragile. The
talks could once again break down, reviving a familiar pattern from the past three decades
in which tensions escalate, diplomacy begins, an agreement is announced, and then the
talks deteriorate and tension builds once again. The ultimate test of the China-Russia
relationship, as it relates to the two countries’ security ties to North Korea, would arise in
the worst-case scenario, namely the outbreak of armed conflict on the peninsula.

One factor that has held China and Russia back from establishing a formal political-military
alliance is the unwillingness of both countries to be dragged into the other’s regional
conflicts. China offered Russia only limited diplomatic support during its wars in Georgia
and Ukraine, pointedly declining to endorse either Russia’s recognition of the sovereignty
of two breakaway regions in Georgia or its annexation of Crimea. Russia, in turn, maintains
official neutrality on China’s maritime disputes in the South and East China seas. Russia’s
main strategic interests lie in Europe and the Middle East, while China’s are in the Asia-
Pacific region. The Korean Peninsula, however, is one region in which both countries
perceive that they have vital interests at stake. This raises the question of how much they
might cooperate militarily in a war on the peninsula.

The Treaty of Good-Neighborliness, Friendship, and Cooperation, signed by China and
Russia in 2001, contains no mutual security clause. Neither country is obligated to provide
military assistance to the other if it faces armed aggression. Nor do any treaty obligations
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bind them to provide joint military assistance in the event of armed conflict on the Korean
Peninsula. No publicly available evidence suggests that the Russian and Chinese militaries
have developed joint operational plans, but some analysts suggest that Central Asia and the
Korean Peninsula are the two regions most likely to be included in any such plans.®*

Russia’s Vostok-2018 military exercises, held in September 2018, may have reflected
discussions between Russian and Chinese leaders about possible security coordination in
the event of an outbreak of armed conflict on the Korean Peninsula.®> For the first time in
the history of this quadrennial exercise in the Russian Far East, Russia invited Chinese forces
to participate. In previous versions of this exercise, the Russian armed forces had simulated
the defense of Russian territory against a possible Chinese invasion. Most notably, the 2010
exercise ended with a simulated tactical nuclear strike against an invading army. This time,
despite being staged in the Russian Far East, the scenario clearly simulated conflict between
Russia and NATO. The People’s Liberation Army (PLA) sent a relatively small contingent of
3,200 military personnel, 30 aircraft, and 900 tanks and armored vehicles to join massive
Russian forces in joint firing operations and tests of interoperability in the Tsugol combined
arms training area, located near the border with Mongolia. China’s participation in this
exercise illustrated the increasingly close China-Russia relationship, including the two
countries’ growing bilateral defense cooperation.

China and Russia may have intended to use the Vostok-2018 exercises to influence the
course of events on the Korean Peninsula. Although the turn toward diplomacy began
several months before Vostok-2018 was held, planning for the exercises began even earlier,
during a period of heightened tension and threats between the United States and North
Korea. The two countries may have intended the exercises to serve, at least partially, as
a display of Russian and Chinese military power in Northeast Asia in anticipation of the
possible outbreak of armed conflict on the Korean Peninsula.®® The exercises were also a
means to improve interoperability between the two countries’ military forces, which could
be valuable in the event of a Korean crisis.®’ In the event of armed conflict on the peninsula,
China might wish to secure Russia’s military support. Russia’s recent combat experience
and especially its nuclear arsenal could prove valuable in such a conflict, increasing the
likelihood that China could achieve a favorable outcome.%®

Conclusion

The brinkmanship and risk of major war that were pervasive throughout 2017 have faded,
but prospects for diplomacy to address the problems of the Korean Peninsula remain
uncertain. China and Russia welcome the diplomatic process, but they recognize the
difficulty of resolving the crisis and even remain somewhat wary of a U.S.-North Korea
agreement that might be detrimental to their own interests. As this process unfolds, China
and Russia are likely to continue their close coordination, with China taking the lead and
Russia largely playing a supportive role. Russia’s willingness to accept its secondary status
on this issue is consistent with a recent pattern in which Russia has frequently deferred
to China’s wishes for the sake of strengthening this relationship. Russia also recognizes
China’s higher stakes on the Korean Peninsula and anticipates that China will return the
favor by supporting Russia’s positions on issues such as Ukraine and the Middle East.®
The convergence of Chinese and Russian views on international issues, especially their
shared opposition to a U.S.-dominated international system and to claims of the universal
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applicability of liberal values, suggests that their close partnership is likely to be durable
for the foreseeable future.” Similarity in the two countries’ perceptions of their security
interests on the Korean Peninsula indicates that their close cooperation on this issue is likely
to endure as well.

In the long run, Chinese and Russian interests on the peninsula could diverge. China seeks
to establish itself as the dominant power in Northeast Asia, whereas Russia hopes to form
a regional concert of great powers that would enhance its own role in the region.” Russia
would not look favorably on Chinese domination of the Korean Peninsula. On the other
hand, if reunification eventually becomes a serious possibility, then Russia’s eagerness
to increase its regional influence through joint economic projects with the peninsula
could create tension with China, which would be concerned about the impact of such
developments on its own relative power in the region.”? Such an outcome remains a distant
prospect, however. In the near term, Chinese and Russian security interests remain closely
aligned. Barring a surprising diplomatic breakthrough in the affairs of the Korean Peninsula,
this situation is unlikely to change soon.
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The Japanese government makes no secret of its intensifying security concerns. The Ministry
of Defense’s most recent annual white paper includes the assessment that, “The security
environment surrounding Japan has become increasingly severe, with various challenges
and destabilizing factors becoming more tangible and acute.” The report is also explicit
about the source of these challenges. The most immediate danger is identified as North
Korea, whose “military development such as its nuclear and missile development constitute
unprecedented, serious and imminent threats to the security of Japan.” Second on the list
is China, which is singled out for the non-transparent strengthening of its armed forces, as
well as the increase in its military activities in the vicinity of Japan. Lastly, the white paper
notes that “Russia has been modernizing its forces including its nuclear capability not only
in the Europe region but in the periphery of Japan,” and that close attention needs to be
paid to these developments.*

North Korea, China, and Russia, therefore, each present Japan with specific security
concerns. Yet, Japan also faces the added worry that these three countries will increasingly
coordinate their activities within the region. Even if they do not actually forge a strategic
triangle, there remains the threat that they could gang up together on certain issues,
forming a “loose coalition” to counter the interests of Japan and its U.S. ally.?

These fears have intensified as a consequence of the deepening of the relationship
between Beijing and Moscow, which is officially described as “a comprehensive, equitable,
trusting partnership and strategic cooperation.”® In particular, Japan took careful note of
the Vostok-2018 exercises, which were held between July and September 2018 in Russia’s
Eastern Military District. The Russian military described these drills as being the largest
since the Soviet era, involving approximately 300,000 troops.* Vostok-2018 was also the
first time that Chinese forces had participated in an annual Russian strategic exercise of this
type, contributing approximately 3,000 troops.> Observed by Russian president Vladimir
Putin and Chinese Defense Minister Wei Fenghe, Vostok-2018 served as a powerful symbol
of Russia and China’s increasingly close security relationship.

The situation regarding China and Russia’s relations with North Korea is more complicated.
Officially, Beijing and Moscow share Tokyo’s goal of achieving the complete denuclearization
of the Korean Peninsula. They have also repeatedly voted in favor of strengthening United
Nations Security Council (UNSC) sanctions on North Korea’s nuclear and missile programs.
However, while there may be some common ground regarding the ultimate goal of Korean
denuclearization, Beijing and Moscow are diametrically opposed to Tokyo’s position when
it comes to the question of how to achieve this.

Despite North Korean leader Kim Jong-un’s turn to diplomacy in 2018 and the resulting
summits with U.S. president Donald Trump in Singapore and Vietnam, the Japanese
government has maintained a hard-line position. Even though Prime Minister Abe Shinzo
has conceded that he too would be willing to meet Kim, he has made it clear that his priority
is to resolve the abductions issue, which relates to the fate of Japanese citizens kidnapped
by the North Korean regime during the 1970s and 1980s.® Additionally, the Japanese
government has consistently argued that existing UNSC resolutions should continue to be
upheld and implemented in full until concrete progress is made towards “the complete,
verifiable and irreversible dismantlement (CVID) of all weapons of mass destruction and
ballistic missiles of all ranges by North Korea.””
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By contrast, Beijing and Moscow take the view that Pyongyang has already made significant
concessions, including its moratorium on missile launches and nuclear tests, demolition
of the Punggye-ri nuclear test site, and commitment to working towards the complete
denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula. On this basis, the Chinese and Russian foreign
ministers used a session of the UNSC in September 2018 to call for an easing of sanctions on
North Korea.® Tokyo is, therefore, worried that Beijing and Moscow are increasingly making
common cause with Pyongyang. This impression was strengthened in October 2018,
when the deputy foreign ministers of Russia, China, and North Korea met in Moscow. Also
significant was Kim Jong-un’s summit with Putin in Vladivostok in April 2019, which added
to the four meetings the North Korean leader had already held with Chinese president
Xi Jinping. Furthermore, there have been allegations that China and Russia are becoming
increasingly lax in enforcing existing international sanctions. For instance, in January 2019,
the Japanese media reported that Chinese fishery operators were violating UN sanctions by
purchasing fishing licences from Pyongyang to operate in North Korean waters.’

Although this increased closeness between China, Russia, and North Korea is a worrying
trend for Japan, this is hardly the first time that Tokyo has faced difficult relations with
these three Northeast Asian neighbors. Two factors, however, make the current situation
especially troublesome. The first is the poisonous state of relations between Japan and
South Korea, and the accompanying breakdown in trust between the Abe administration
and the government of Moon Jae-in. The most serious incident occurred on December 20,
2018 when a Republic of Korea Navy destroyer is alleged to have directed its fire-control
radar at a maritime patrol aircraft operated by the Japanese Maritime Self-Defense Forces
(JMSDF). The underlying cause of the tensions, however, is bitter differences over the
history of Japanese colonial rule over the Korean Peninsula and related arguments regarding
previous intergovernmental agreements about the issues of the so-called “comfort women”
and forced labor.

In other circumstances, Washington could be expected to intervene to smooth out these
tensions between its main East Asian allies. At present, however, it is a contributor to Japan’s
sense of regional insecurity. This is a consequence of Trump’s “America First” foreign policy
and the transactional approach that he takes to alliances. In essence, Trump has made
the U.S. security guarantee to allies conditional, making it clear that, if countries are to
continue to receive the protection of the U.S. superpower, they must be ready to concede
to Washington on other issues. The United States has, of course, always exerted influence
on security partners to encourage their policies to develop in a direction favorable to its
national interests. However, the Trump administration is unusually brazen in the manner in
which it exercises U.S. leverage and in its openness about directly connecting security and
economic issues.

With regard to Japan, prior to becoming president, Trump was explicit about his willingness
to withdraw U.S. forces if Tokyo did not significantly increase its financial contribution to
their deployment. He also criticized the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty for being one-sided and
“not a fair deal.” Additionally, in the same interview, Trump took issue with Japan’s large
trade surplus, describing it as “a very unfair situation.”!° Guided by these long-standing
views, Trump has pressed Japan to buy “massive” amounts of U.S. military equipment.t
He has also continued to criticize Japan on trade and, in March 2018, his administration
declined to give Japan an exemption from tariffs on imports of steel and aluminium.
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Furthermore, Trump has used the threat of further tariffs to force Japan to accede to talks
about a bilateral trade deal, telling Abe, “You don’t have to negotiate, but we’re going to
put a very, very substantial tax on your cars if you don’t.”*? With talks also expected to begin
towards the end of 2019 about revised cost-sharing arrangements for U.S. forces in Japan,
Tokyo can again expect to be strong-armed into concessions.

In short, Japan’s security situation is alarming. The country faces not only the individual
security challenges posed by North Korea, China, and Russia, but also the danger of
increased cooperation between these three nuclear-armed neighbors. What is more, at
just the time when Tokyo needs reliable partners, it finds itself dealing with a South Korean
government that it considers chronically untrustworthy and a U.S. administration that often
seems less like a loyal friend and more like an increasingly expensive supplier of commercial
security services.

Having identified the nature of this problem, the remainder of this essay focuses on
explaining Japan’s strategy for addressing it. It does so by adapting Lord Ismay’s famous
description of the fundamental goal of NATO as being to “keep the Soviet Union out, the
Americans in, and the Germans down.”** Correspondingly, Japan’s current strategy can be
characterized as aiming to keep the North Koreans and Chinese down, the Americans in,
and the Russians neutral. After outlining the details of each part of this strategy, the essay
will identify the main challenges to overcome in its implementation.

Keeping the North Koreans
and the Chinese Down

From the second half of 2018, there were indications of increased willingness on the
part of the Abe administration to engage with both North Korea and China. In particular,
Abe’s address to the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) in September 2018 set a
considerably more positive tone about relations with North Korea than his speech a year
earlier. Abe stated that: “I am also ready to break the shell of mutual distrust with North
Korea, get off to a new start, and meet face to face with Chairman Kim Jong-Un.”** Language
about “continuing to increase pressure on North Korea to the maximum level” was also
removed from the 2019 version of Japan’s Diplomatic Bluebook.? A further step was taken
at the start of May 2019 when Abe said in a media interview that he was ready to meet the
North Korean leader “without conditions.”¢

Additionally, in October 2018, Abe made an official bilateral visit to China, his first since
returning to power in December 2012. During that trip, he announced his ambitions for
the relationship, stating that, “Switching from competition to collaboration, | want to lift
Japan-China relations to a new era.”*” Unlike the United States, Japan also accepted China’s
invitation to send a naval ship to participate in the April 2019 fleet review to mark the 70th
anniversary of the founding of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army Navy.

Some observers took these moves as indicating that a significant shift in Japanese thinking
about North Korea and China had occurred. Indeed, one enthusiasticcommentator proposed
that Abe’s visit to China could mark the start of a “Pax Sinae-Nipponica era” in Asia.*® This is
an enticing idea, yet, in reality, no fundamental change has taken place in Japan’s policy. The
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Japanese leadership remains just as wary of both Pyongyang and Beijing as previously and
the guiding principle of Japan’s strategy remains to contain North Korea and China. Rather
than indicating a true reorientation of strategy, Japan’s seemingly changed approach has
been driven by the need to respond to alterations in U.S. policy towards North Korea and
by Japan’s priority of avoiding a crisis in relations with China.

North Korea

Japan was caught off guard by the Trump administration’s sudden embrace of diplomacy
with North Korea. In a phone call on February 14, 2018, the Japanese and U.S. leaders
agreed that there would be “no meaningful dialogue” until Pyongyang agreed on “complete,
verifiable and irreversible denuclearization.”*® Having affirmed this shared commitment
to a policy of “maximum pressure,” the Japanese leadership was shocked by Trump’s
announcement in early March that he intended to meet the North Korean leader. This was
made even more unpalatable by the knowledge that the change in U.S. policy had been
brought about through the work of the Moon administration, in which Japanese trust has
never been high.

From the very start then, the Abe administration regarded the talks with North Korea as
a mistake, believing that a summit with the U.S. president should only have been granted
after Pyongyang offered something more concrete than a vague commitment to the
denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula. And yet, given the enormous importance to
Japan of remaining in close alignment with its U.S. ally, the Abe administration felt that it
had no choice but to alter the presentation of its North Korea policy to limit the appearance
of differences with Washington. This is the real reason why Abe also announced his
willingness, in principle, to meet Kim Jong-un.

The actual nature of Japanese thinking about how to deal with the North Korean threat
remains that which was expressed in Abe’s speech to the UNGA a year earlier. That address,
which was focused exclusively on North Korea, made an explicit case for countries to
abandon the path of dialogue and instead fully commit to a policy of pressure. Specifically,
Abe argued that efforts at dialogue had been tried to exhaustion during the 1990s and
2000s. In his assessment,

“During the time this dialogue continued, North Korea had no
intention whatsoever of abandoning its nuclear or missile development.
For North Korea, dialogue was instead the best means of deceiving us and
buying time...Again and again, attempts to resolve issues through dialogue
have all come to naught. In what hope of success are we now repeating the
very same failure a third time? ... What is needed to do that is not dialogue,
but pressure.”?

This belief in the merits of pressure is encouraged by Japanese memories of the process
that led to Prime Minister Koizumi Jun'ichird’s landmark visit in September 2002, when
the sides signed the Pyongyang Declaration, which presents a comprehensive framework
for the normalization of diplomatic relations. Additionally, North Korea agreed to extend
a moratorium on missile testing and promised to let in international nuclear inspectors.
Crucially, it was also at this time that the North Korean regime finally admitted to the
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abduction of 13 Japanese citizens. five of whom were permitted to return to Japan
one month later. Japanese observers consider that this breakthrough was achieved by
means of the international isolation of Pyongyang, including President George W. Bush'’s
characterization of the regime in January 2002 as being part of the “axis of evil.” As Soeya
Yoshihide explains,

“Aggressive policies from the United States had pushed North Korea into a
corner, and only then did Kim Jong-il make a strategic decision to cultivate
a slim route to survival through Japan. Among the Japanese, including Abe
himself who accompanied Koizumi as deputy chief cabinet secretary, this
memory of North Korean concessions must be still vivid. The lesson was that
pressure against an isolated North Korea works to the advantage of Japan.”#

Even if Abe’s new offer to meet Kim Jong-il were to be accepted, it would be difficult for
the Japanese leader to make a positive contribution to addressing the nuclear and missile
issues. This is because Abe has placed himself at the forefront of the movement to secure
the return of remaining Japanese abductees in North Korea. Indeed, Abe has consistently
emphasized the abductions issue as being the most important problem in relations with
North Korea.?? This means that Abe would find it hard politically to sustain engagement
with Pyongyang unless real progress can be made on the abductions issue. This will not be
easy since the North Korean side describes the Japanese government’s continued emphasis
on this question as “a clumsy and foolish attempt for reactionary elements in Japan to again
bring up the ‘abduction issue,” which was already resolved.”?

The Abe administration’s real policy is, therefore, to support engagement with North Korea
only to the extent that it contributes to the resolution of the abduction issue. To address
the nuclear and missile threat, Japan’s priority is to encourage the United States to maintain
as much pressure as possible. Additionally, Japan is focused on the goal of minimizing the
perceived risks of the U.S.-DPRK talks. Above all, Japan is worried about the prospects
of Trump cutting a deal with Kim Jong-un that would address the issue of North Korean
intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) but would not tackle the threat of short- and
medium-range missiles that can reach Japan.?* This nervousness was exacerbated on 26
May when President Trump dismissed concerns about North Korea’s recent tests of short-
range ballistic missiles, stating that “North Korea fired off some small weapons, which
disturbed some of my people, and others, but not me.”?> Additionally, there is anxiety that
Trump could grant North Korea the peace treaty that it desires, thereby formally bringing an
end to the Korean War. This is a concern in Tokyo since, if the war has officially concluded,
Trump may be inclined to begin implementing his long-standing goal of withdrawing or
reducing the U.S. military presence in South Korea.?® Japanese strategists see such a step as
not only benefitting North Korea, but also potentially causing South Korea to reorient itself
towards China. As Michishita Narushige warns, “If the Korean Peninsula gets inside the
Chinese sphere of influence and there are no U.S. forces on the peninsula, life for the U.S.
and Japan would be very difficult, but especially for Japan.”?

Given these worries, the Japanese leadership was undoubtedly relieved when Trump
walked away from making an agreement at the Hanoi summit in February. Their hope is
now that Washington will again realize that dialogue does not work and will return to the
policy of maximum pressure. The risk, however, is that Trump’s tough stance in Hanoi was
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just a negotiating tactic to extract a few additional minor concessions from North Korea.
On 11 April, the U.S. president affirmed his willingness to meet with Kim Jong-un for a
third time and stated that “There are various smaller deals that maybe could happen."?®
This will magnify Japanese fears that, despite declaring an uncompromising stance, the U.S.
president will ultimately accept minor concessions, then proclaim the underwhelming deal
to be a tremendous personal victory. This is the pattern of behavior that Trump is said to
have shown when meeting Kim for the first time in Singapore, as well as in his approach to
renegotiating trade relations with North American neighbors and China.?

China

Japan’s policy towards China also underwent an apparent change in 2018; yet, as in the case
of relations with North Korea, there was actually no fundamental shift. This is not to say that
the prime minister’s trip to Beijing in October 2018 was insignificant. After Abe’s decision
to visit the controversial Yasukuni Shrine in December 2013, the Chinese leadership had
decided that he was not an individual with whom they could legitimately deal. Indeed, the
spokesman for the Chinese foreign ministry Qin Gang stated,

“Abe has miscalculated on Sino-Japan ties, and made mistake after

mistake, especially visiting the Yasukuni Shrine which houses class-A war
criminals. These people are fascists, the Nazis of Asia. ... Of course the
Chinese people don't welcome such a Japanese leader, and Chinese leaders
will not meet him.”%

This moratorium on contacts had already been brought to an end in November 2014 when
Xi and Abe held formal talks for the first time and shared a famously awkward handshake.
That encounter was, however, on the sidelines of the APEC summit in Beijing. By contrast,
Abe’s trip to the Chinese capital in October 2018 was an official bilateral visit, thereby
marking the completion of his rehabilitation.

In terms of content, the summit delivered an agreement on cooperation for maritime
search and rescue, and it was decided that Japan and China would promote reciprocal
visits by their defense ministers. The sides also reaffirmed their adherence to the 2008
agreement regarding development of resources in the East China Sea and reconfirmed their
resolution to make the East China Sea a “Sea of Peace, Cooperation and Friendship.” They
also concluded a yen/yuan currency swap agreement.? This positive trend is expected to
continue when Xi meets Abe on the sidelines of the G20 summit in Osaka in June 2019.

However, while the atmosphere in relations between Tokyo and Beijing has undergone
a welcome improvement, Japan continues to regard China as a chronic security threat,
exceeding even the acute danger posed by North Korea. This is reflected in Japan’s National
Defense Program Guidelines, which were released in December 2018. Despite Abe’s
talk in Beijing of a “new era” in bilateral relations, these defense guidelines continue to
emphasize the perceived threat posed by the build-up in Chinese capabilities, asserting
that “Such Chinese military and other developments, coupled with the lack of transparency
surrounding its defense policy and military power, represent a serious security concern for
the region including Japan and for the international community.” A leading goal of Japan’s
security policy is, therefore, to counter Beijing’s “unilateral, coercive attempts to alter the
status quo based on its own assertions that are incompatible with existing international
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order.” Above all, these efforts are concentrated on challenging China’s expanding activities
in the East China Sea, especially around the Senkaku Islands, as well as in the South China
Sea, where Japan accuses China of conducting “large-scale, rapid reclamation of maritime
features, which are being converted into military foothold.”3?

The Japanese government, therefore, shares the Trump administration’s assessment that
China is a revisionist power that is intent on reshaping the world in a way that is antithetical
to the interests of the United States and its allies.®® However, while Tokyo may be united
with Washington in the overall aim of countering China’s geopolitical ambitions, it has
a very different approach to achieving this. The United States has taken an increasingly
confrontational stance vis-a-vis China. This has been notable in the Trump’s administration’s
rhetoric, including Vice President Mike Pence’s speech at the Hudson Institute in October
2018.3* The U.S. also began a trade war with China and, in September 2018, imposed
tariffs of 10% on Chinese goods worth approximately $200bn. More provocatively still,
Washington has taken a more supportive position regarding Taiwan. In September 2018, the
U.S. approved arms sales to the island worth $330m and, in November, two U.S. warships
were sent through the Taiwan Strait. In December 2018, the U.S. Congress also passed the
Asia Reassurance Initiative Act, which encourages more arms sales and official exchanges
between the United States and Taiwan.

These policies are unusually combative, even for the U.S. superpower. They are quite
unthinkable for a country like Japan, which places so much emphasis on its status as “a
peace-loving nation” and must take into account the fact that China is a close geographic
neighbor.®® Instead, Japan’s strategy is to quietly work towards containing the effects of
China’s rise, yet to simultaneously keep bilateral relations on an even keel and to avoid
dangerous squalls.

The first strand of this policy is best illustrated by Japan’s “Free and Open Indo-Pacific”
(FOIP) vision, the Abe government’s signature foreign policy concept. Japanese officials
diligently insist that FOIP is not intended to contain China, but most observers conclude that
that is precisely its purpose.® In particular, it is believed that FOIP is Japan’s response to the
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), China’s multibillion-dollar program of global infrastructure
projects. Japan fears that BRI is an instrument of Chinese geopolitical, as well as economic,
influence and could lead to Japan being shut out of key markets. As a consequence, the
FOIP concept has been put forward as an alternative framework within which to promote
regional infrastructure development and connectivity. Indeed, even the name of the policy,
which emphasizes freedom and openness, is intended to imply a contrast with China’s more
closed and non-transparent approach.

The same motivations also explain Japan’s enthusiasm for the quadrilateral security dialogue
with Australia, India, and the United States, which all share both democratic values and
significant concerns about China. Closer security ties are also being pursued with Southeast
Asian nations, as well as with the United Kingdom and France. Added to this, Japan has
been increasing its own defense capabilities. It was with China in mind that Japan took the
decision to develop its own amphibious rapid assault brigade in March 2018. This is also
the justification for Japan’s decision, announced in December 2018, to purchase 147 F-35
fighter jets and to create its first aircraft carrier since WWII. As Ono Keitaro of the ruling
Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) put it with unusual candor, “Actually this trigger ... to be
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straight out [is] China. ... There is no need for us to operate such kind of aircraft carrier if we
don’t have to respond to China in the Pacific Ocean.”®”

These measures can all be categorized as part of a strategy of containment; yet they have
been combined with a countervailing approach that emphasizes the goal of coexistence.
It is this second strand of policy that explains the conciliatory rhetoric employed by Abe
during his visit to Beijing in October 2018. It is based on the wise calculation that, while
China may be an enduring threat that needs to be addressed, Japan has nothing to gain
from recurring crises. For this reason, the Abe government has been seeking to take the
heat out of the relationship and to return ties to their status before the collision incident of
September 2010, when the arrest of a Chinese fishing captain, who had rammed his trawler
into Japanese coast guard vessels in the vicinity of the disputed Senkaku Islands, caused
China to freeze high-level contacts.

Although Japan’s aim of returning bilateral relations to a state of normalcy received
particular attention in 2018, in reality this search for coexistence has always been a feature
of Abe’s China’s policy. Above all, it was evident in the four-point consensus that the sides
reached in November 2014. This included a commitment to pursue engagement in “the
spirit of squarely facing history,” as well as a recognition that they have “different views”
about the East China Sea and Senkaku Islands. On this basis, they agreed that they would
“gradually resume dialogue in political, diplomatic and security fields and make an effort to
build a political relationship of mutual trust.”®

The warming of Japan-China relations since the end of 2017 cannot, therefore, be attributed
to a shift in Japanese strategy, which has consistently pursued these twin elements of
containment and coexistence. Instead, the improvement appears to have been driven by
changes on the Chinese side. In particular, after solidifying his grip on power at the National
Congress of the Communist Party in September 2017, Xi may have felt emboldened to
pursue rapprochement with Japan. Furthermore, this may have been encouraged by the
downturn in relations with the United States and by concerns about the strength of the
Chinese economy.® It may also have been that, as the Chinese leadership recognized that
Abe was sauntering towards an unprecedented third term as LDP leader in September
2018, they concluded that it was necessary to engage more intensively with him.

Overall then, one should not be distracted by the recent improvement in the atmosphere
between Japan and China. Although Tokyo certainly does not want bad relations with
Beijing, nor does it have any illusions about how close ties are likely to become, China
continues to be perceived as a major threat to Japan’s security and prosperity. For this
reason, as well as strengthening its own efforts to contain China, Japan is counting on the
United States to maintain its current presence in the region.

Keeping the Americans In

Japanese leaders have often feared abandonment by the United States. This is the
consequence of being located in a dangerous neighborhood and of relying on an
extra-regional power for security. However, these concerns have become especially intense
since Trump’s election to the White House and his frequent questioning of the value
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of alliances. As noted above, Japan is particularly worried that Trump could agree to
withdraw, or at least draw down, troop numbers in South Korea as part of the negotiations
with North Korea.

The worst-case scenario for Japan is that Trump declares the talks with Chairman Kim to
have successfully eliminated the need for U.S. troops to be maintained in Korea. These fears
receded slightly after the failure of the Hanoi summit and following an agreement between
the U.S. and South Korea in February 2019 for Seoul to increase its financial contribution
towards the upkeep of U.S. troops on the peninsula. However, as noted, Hanoi did not mark
the end of the diplomatic process between Washington and Pyongyang. Moreover, the
agreed increase in South Korea’s contribution fell short of initial U.S. demands, and the deal
will only last 12 months, meaning that fraught negotiations will soon begin again.*® Trump
has also looked to keep his options open, telling an interviewer in February 2019 that, while
he had no plans to remove the troops, “Maybe someday. | mean who knows. But you know
it’s very expensive to keep troops there.”*! Additionally, Tokyo did not welcome the March
2019 decision by the United States and South Korea to scrap the large-scale Key Resolve and
Foal Eagle joint military exercises.

Reliance on the United States can be slightly offset by the increase in Japan’s domestic
military capabilities and through the development of closer security ties with other
democratic partners. However, these steps are supplements to the relationship with
the United States, not replacements for it. As the National Defense Program Guidelines
put it, the Japan-U.S. alliance remains the “cornerstone” of Japan’s security. Without it,
Japan’s national defense architecture would fall apart. This being so, the Japanese leadership
needs to ensure that the United States remains fully committed to Japan and to the region
as a whole.

Guided by this priority, the Abe administration is pursuing what might be described as
a preventative anti-abandonment strategy. This consists of two parts. The first is to take
action that demonstrates that Japan is a valuable ally and not a free rider, thereby ensuring
that Washington does not even begin to question its security commitment. This strategy
is described by Taniguchi Tomohiko, a special adviser to the prime minister. He states that:

“From the firsthand knowledge | have obtained by working with Prime Minister
Abe for over six years, | have learned that the questions he asks about U.S.-
Japan relations are not ‘what ifs’ (such as what if the United States withdraws
from the Korean Peninsula, or what if the United States under Trump sees less
value in getting engaged in East Asian affairs militarily). Rather, the questions
he poses to himself and his cabinet pertain more often than not to what Japan
should do to keep those ‘what if’ situations from occurring at all.”*

It is this strategy that has encouraged many of the changes to Japan’s security policy in
recent years. Firstly, Taniguchi says that increases in defense spending have been used
to demonstrate that “Japan is doing as much as it can to help reduce the cost of U.S.
engagement in the Indo-Pacific region.”** Additionally, the Abe administration has sought to
show increased national defense capabilities by establishing the National Security Council
in 2013. In line with U.S. requests, the government also introduced a tougher secrecy law
in 2013. Most importantly of all was the enactment of the legislation on collective self-
defence in 2016, which, in certain circumstances, enables the SDF to give protection to the
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military assets of the United States and other partner nations. This is designed to show
that, while the U.S.-Japan security alliance is still not fully reciprocal, it is no longer as one-
sided as it once was. Lastly, Japan has sought to keep Washington satisfied by making large
purchases of U.S. defense equipment, including the F-35 strike fighters and Aegis Ashore
missile defense system. In Taniguchi’s words, the increase in such expensive purchases “kills
two birds with one stone: enhancing Japanese airborne and anti-missile capabilities while
reducing bilateral trade tensions. It is hoped that these combined measures will keep the
United States close and further incentivize it to stay involved in the region.”*

The second part of the strategy is to maintain strong personal rapport with the U.S.
president. This is, of course, something that Japanese leaders seek to do with all U.S.
counterparts. The task has, however, become especially important with Trump due to his
isolationist instincts and highly personalised approach to foreign policy. From the outset,
therefore, Abe has sought to establish himself as Trump’s closest partner within the G7.
His tactic has been to conduct frequent meetings and phone conversations, as well as to
make the most of their shared passion for golf. Abe has also not been shy about indulging
in outright sycophancy.

These efforts began immediately after Trump’s election victory in November 2016, when
Abe rushed to New York to become the first foreign leader to meet the president-elect. On
that occasion, he gifted Trump a golden golf club worth almost $4000, a present intended
to appeal to Trump’s passion for both the sport and the precious metal. Abe and Trump
have since engaged in several rounds of golf diplomacy, including when Trump visited Japan
at the end of May 2019. During this same trip, Trump was also given the honor of being
the first foreign leader to meet the new emperor after the enthronement of Crown Prince
Naruhito on May 1.

These efforts have generally been accepted within Japan as sensible foreign policy. There
was, however, criticism of the prime minister when Trump announced that Abe had
nominated him for the Nobel Peace Prize for his diplomatic engagement with North Korea.
It was subsequently reported that Abe had submitted the nomination at the request of
the U.S. government.* This revelation was embarrassing for the Japanese leader, not least
because it is known that Abe is not an enthusiastic advocate of diplomatic engagement
with Pyongyang. Defense Minister Onodera Itsunori also stated that the threat from North
Korea remained undiminished after the summit in Singapore.*® Moreover, there has been
no apparent progress towards resolving the abductions issue. Nonetheless, Abe evidently
calculated that humbling himself before the U.S. leader was a price worth paying if it
contributes to retaining the U.S. presence in the region.

Keeping the Russians Neutral

In contrast to its NATO partners, Japan does not consider Russia to represent a significant
threat on its own. The Defense of Japan white paper does mention Russia’s military
activities as something that needs to be watched. The document also notes that of 904
scrambles that the Air Self-Defense Forces conducted in fiscal 2017, 390 were to intercept
Russian aircraft, second only to the 500 scrambles provoked by Chinese planes.*” However,
compared with the threats posed to Japanese security by China and North Korea, Russia is
considered a very distant third.
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Japan’s primary concern is, therefore, not that Moscow’s forces will pose a direct military
threat, as was the case during the Cold War. Instead, the main worry is that Russia’s support
will embolden North Korea and China. Regarding the former, Japan’s goal has been to
encourage Russia to remain committed to the full implementation of UNSC sanctions. Abe
has also requested Putin’s cooperation in resolving the abductions issue.*® However, while
Russia remains involved in events on the Korean Peninsula, Japan realizes that it is a lesser
player compared with China and the United States. The focus of Japan’s policy towards
Russia from a geopolitical point of view is the relationship between Moscow and Beijing.

The close relationship between China and Russia is already a source of strength for Beijing in
at least four areas. First, Russia is a reliable supplier of energy and other strategic resources
via overland routes that are secure from interdiction by the U.S. navy. Second, friendly
relations with Russia provide China with security along the countries’ 4000km land border,
enabling Beijing to focus on other priorities, including the South China Sea. Third, Russia
and China see eye-to-eye on many geopolitical issues, and Beijing is grateful for Moscow’s
diplomatic support in the UNSC. Indeed, since Russia is often willing to vocally oppose
Western initiatives within the Security Council and to wield its veto, this enables China to
keep a lower profile on controversial issues. Fourth, Russia remains an important supplier
of military technology to China in certain key areas, including aircraft engines.

Ties between Moscow and Beijing have been growing steadily since the end of the 1980s;
yet relations reached a new level after the Ukraine crisis in March 2014 when tensions
with the West forced Russia to place more emphasis on its relations with China. Of
particular concern to Japan is that bilateral military relations have become closer, with
Russia agreeing in 2015 to supply the S-400 anti-aircraft system and Su-35 fighters.
Previously, Russia had held back from providing China with these most advanced weapons
systems in order to maintain a military edge over its neighbor and to protect against the
risk of technology theft.

Following the unprecedented Vostok 2018 exercises, Tokyo fears that security ties between
China and Russia will become yet closer. This concern will only have intensified following
the release of the U.S. Worldwide Threat Assessment in January 2019, which opened with
the warning that “China and Russia are more aligned than at any point since the mid-1950s,
and the relationship is likely to strengthen in the coming year as some of their interests and
threat perceptions converge.”*® The strategic nightmare for Japan is that this trend could
lead to Russia abandoning its position of neutrality on the issues of the Senkaku Islands and
the South China Sea and could move to explicitly support Beijing’s position.*

Guided by this threat perception, Japan’s Russia policy has been shaped by the goal of
neutralizing the danger of Beijing and Moscow forging a united front against Japan.®! This,
along with Abe’s desire to resolve the countries’ territorial dispute over what Russia calls
the Southern Kuril Islands, explains the Japanese government’s dedicated pursuit of warmer
relations with Russia during recent years. The Abe administration also apparently judges
that Moscow will be receptive to such a policy since they assume that it secretly shares
their concerns about China. This view was expressed by Kawai Katsuyuki, Abe’s special
adviser for foreign affairs, when he told an audience in January 2019 that “Both Japan and
Russia view China as a potential threat ... | would like the United States to understand the
importance of concluding a Japan-Russia peace treaty as a means to jointly counter the
threat from China.”*2
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Undoubtedly, the Japanese leadership recognizes that, as a treaty ally of the United States,
there are limits to how close its relationship with Russia can become. Nonetheless, the Abe
administration clearly wants to develop a basic level of security cooperation, not least to
demonstrate that Russia has options beyond its relationship with China. This helps explain
why, despite the conspicuous lack of progress towards resolving the territorial issue, Abe
continues to visit Russia so frequently, prompting criticism from opposition parties that
he is engaging in “a foreign policy of paying tribute.”*® It is also a factor in Abe’s flattery
of Putin, with the prime minister describing his Russian counterpart as someone who “is
dear to me as a partner.”** Additionally, further incentives have been offered to Moscow
through the Japanese government’s 8-point plan for economic cooperation and by recent
suggestions that it is willing to provide substantial financial support for Japanese companies
if they invest in Russia’s Arctic LNG 2 project.*® In the same spirit, the Japanese authorities
have made it known that they are considering cancelling short-term visa requirements for
Russian visitors.%®

Within the security realm itself, the goal of expanding cooperation with Russia is made
explicit in the 2013 National Security Strategy, which states that, “under the increasingly
severe security environment in East Asia, it is critical for Japan to advance cooperation
with Russia in all areas, including security.”®” In accordance with this ambition, Japan
began 2+2 meetings between the countries’ foreign and defense ministers in November
2013, with the latest of these held at the end of May 2019. Regular meetings have also
been held between the secretary of the Russian Security Council Nikolai Patrushev and
his Japanese counterpart Yachi Shotaro, despite the fact that Patrushev is now subject to
U.S. sanctions. There have also been increased exchanges between senior military officers.
Most prominently, Oleg Salyukov, commander-in-chief of the Russian Army, and Valerii
Gerasimov, chief of the general staff, visited Japan in November and December 2017. In
return, Japan SDF chief of staff Kawano Katsutoshi travelled to Russia in October 2018. Head
of the Russian navy Vladimir Korolev is anticipated to visit Japan in 2019. Joint drills have
also continued between the Russian Pacific Fleet and the JMSDF, with search-and-rescue
exercises held for the 18th time in July 2018. Moreover, maritime cooperation moved into a
new area in November 2018 when the JMSDF and Russia’s Northern Fleet conducted their
first anti-piracy drill in the Gulf of Aden.

Tokyo evidently hopes that these contacts will promote a degree of trust and encourage
Moscow not to make common cause with Beijing against Japan. This will remain a priority
when Abe welcomes Putin to Japan for the G20 summit in June. If the talks on a peace treaty
ever reach fruition, there is also the possibility that this document could contribute to this
effort since the sides have reportedly discussed including a clause that would commit them
not to take part in hostile military activities against each other.’® While easing Japanese
concerns about Russia contributing to hostile actions by China, this clause could also appeal
to Moscow in guaranteeing that the U.S.-Japan alliance will not be directed against Russia.

Conclusion

Kim Jong-un’s turn to diplomacy in 2018 has done nothing to ease Japan’s long-term security
concerns, nor has Beijing’s simultaneous adoption of a softer stance towards Tokyo. Rather,
Japanese strategists remain deeply concerned about the threats posed by North Korea and
China, as well as by the danger that Russia could increasingly make common cause with



90 Joint U.S.-Korea Academic Studies

them. Added to this, the Abe government questions whether the Moon administration
really is a security partner and fears the withdrawal of the U.S. commitment to the region.
This leaves Japan in the perilous situation of attempting to keep the North Koreans and
Chinese down, the Americans in, and the Russians neutral. This is, of course, a crude
simplification, but it captures the essence of Japan’s contemporary security thinking.

From a strategic point of view, Japan’s approach seems logical. It also shows subtleties,
especially in the combination of containment and coexistence in Japan’s approach to China
and in what | have called the preventative anti-abandonment policy towards the United
States. However, as with any strategy, Japan’s current approach faces challenges. The biggest
concern relates to policy towards North Korea, where it seems that the Japanese leadership
is content for the current diplomatic efforts to fail, thereby overlooking the risk that such a
failure will return the region to the brink of a conflict from which Japan can hardly expect to
escape unscathed. Additionally, the Abe administration must surely recognise that pressure
in itself is not a policy but must serve as a prelude to negotiations.

Separately, there is the worry that Japan’s carefully calibrated policy towards China will
be disrupted by the Trump administration’s hard-charging and erratic tactics. This already
occurred with the U.S. withdrawal from the Trans-Pacific Partnership, a regional trade
agreement seen by the Abe administration as making a valuable contribution towards
containing China in a non-confrontational manner. Additionally, there is the danger
that Trump’s trade war with Beijing will seriously damage the global economy and have
substantial knock-on effects for Japan itself. Worse still, if the Trump administration’s
actions contribute to a full-blown crisis with China, such as over Taiwan, Japan can hardly
expect to stay aloof.

Finally, the Abe administration may find it increasingly difficult to continue its courtship
of Putin’s Russia. Domestically, there is growing criticism of Abe’s failure to achieve real
progress on resolving the territorial dispute. Meanwhile, while Trump himself is unlikely
to criticize Abe for being too close to Putin, others in the U.S. security establishment may
increasingly ask why their main ally in Asia continues to so ardently pursue cooperation
with the U.S. strategic competitor. Added to this, the Japanese leadership may have
overestimated the extent to which Moscow shares its concerns about China since there
is currently no evidence that Abe’s efforts have had any success whatsoever in altering
Russia’s policy towards China. Overall, the Japanese government has a clear view of the
threats that it is facing and a settled understanding of the strategy it must pursue in order
to address them. However, implementing this strategy and managing the tensions that are
inherent within it will prove a significant test for Japan’s political leadership.
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In 2018, research was underway in Northeast Asia on several trilateral and multilateral
initiatives for cross-border infrastructure connectivity involving China, Russia, both
Koreas, and Japan. Infrastructure included railway lines, cross-border oil and gas pipelines,
and power grids. Although most discussions of infrastructure group energy and railroad
infrastructure together, energy infrastructure differs from rail transport due to a greater
potential for asymmetrical dependence. Reviewing these projects, this chapter analyzes and
compares the strategies of the five parties in the region that are exploring new connectivity.

Northeast Asian institutionalization is understood to require a concrete functional area,
which energy has appeared to be. However, there has long been a failure to form a regional
political consensus on an energy regime. According to analysis from the Korea Energy
Economics Institute (KEEI), a process is needed for regime formation: a political consensus
followed by creation of an institutional framework, and numerous joint feasibility studies,
which would lead to concrete regional projects. Alternatively, Northeast Asian countries
could start with a regional cooperative energy project on a commercial basis, and then
form a multilateral cooperative framework around it which would, over time, become
institutionalized.! A core question is whether such a framework will be China-centered and
largely bilateral in nature or, perhaps at South Korea’s initiative, truly multilateral in nature.

China as the world’s largest importer of energy resources might have been at risk for oil
import dependency if it had not countered that risk with the strategy of the Belt and Road
(BRI). Since 2013, Beijing has promoted a BRI that contains six energy channels, all of which
are bilateral channels for importing oil, natural gas, and other raw materials into China.? It
is a network of energy infrastructure centered on China. Beijing has used the BRI to create
bilateral asymmetric dependencies for exporting countries through its investment, exports
and debt, while avoiding Chinese dependency on exporting countries. Chinese efforts at
constructing energy channels, that might lead to Beijing’s expanded role in global energy
governance, have focused on organizations that had no members from the West—the BRICS,
the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) with eight members, and ASEAN. Several SCO
countries—Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Kazakhstan—export oil and gas to China. Most
ASEAN countries have become dependent on China for markets and investment.

In 2012, a Chinese energy analyst told the author that Beijing did not want any Chinese
analysts discussing Northeast Asian multilateral energy cooperation although at the time
it was not clear why. Chinese emphasis on bilateral energy cooperation would become
clearer a year later when the BRI was announced in September 2013, and then elaborated
further in the BRI Action Plan: regional energy channels should all radiate out from China
to energy exporting countries along economic corridors. If China participated in a
Northeast Asian energy regime, China planned to be at the center of it. Since then, its
bilateral energy links to Russia have widened, even as others have kept discussing
additional, multilateral linkages.

South Korea’s “New Northern Policy” (NNP) and the “Asian Super Grid,” involving Japan,
Russia, Mongolia, South Korea, and China, have in common the fact that they do not
conform to the BRI’s strategy of bilateral energy channels and are not centered on China.
These initiatives promote energy infrastructure connectivity that could form the core of
a Northeast Asian multilateral energy regime. The Asian Super Grid is evaluated by Japan
and South Korea on a commercial basis. The NNP seeks to forge a political consensus while
simultaneously proposing projects. Seoul has spurred interest in such new channels.
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Before 2018, Chinese analysts claimed Beijing was not considering expanding BRI into
Northeast Asia—Japan, South Korea, and North Korea—because of tensions on the Korean
Peninsula, and because Chinese companies building infrastructure lacked comparative
advantage in relation to South Korean and Japanese companies.® There were, however,
numerous Chinese writings on linking BRI with South Korea’s Eurasia Initiative and NNP.

In 2018 Beijing changed its policies and studied incorporating Northeast Asia into BRI,
primarily South Korea’s NNP, which partners with Russia, but also the Asian Super Grid,
a project centered on Mongolia, initiated by Japanese and South Koreans with Russia a
partner. Both these projects interrupt the BRI’s bilateral energy channels and undermine
older Chinese regional projects meant to create natural economic territories centered
on China such as the Greater Tumen Initiative and the economic integration of China’s
Northeast and the Russian Far East. The BRI was expected to revive these two Chinese
initiatives which had faced resistance from neighboring countries in the past.

This chapter assesses the plans Beijing had for incorporating Northeast Asian regional
energy initiatives into the BRI in 2018, and their prospects for success. What strategies do
South Korea, Russia, and Japan have to link the three regional energy projects—BRI, Asian
Super Grid, and the NNP—without BRI coopting and absorbing the other two projects?
How links will develop is important for not only the geoeconomics but also geopolitics in
this region.

Trilateral Russia-South Korea-
North Korea Pipeline

Russia is geographically close to the Korean Peninsula, which has historically been a source
of threat for Russian Far East security. In April 2017, Moscow was reported to have moved
troops to the North Korean border, and civilians away from the border, in response to fears
of a U.S.-DPRK military clash over Pyongyang’s nuclear program. Beijing also moved troops
to its border with North Korea. Northeast Asian energy cooperation that includes the DPRK
is considered one means to create a more stable and peaceful Korean Peninsula.

Beijing and Moscow initiated oil pipeline discussions in 1993. A decade later Tokyo, led by
Prime Minister Koizumi, tried to redirect the pipeline towards Vladivostok which would
then export to Japan. The Sino-Japanese struggle over the Russian East Siberian-Pacific
Ocean oil pipeline (ESPO) lasted from 2003 to 2005. At present ESPO transports oil to both
China and to Kozmino, near Vladivostok, which exports to Japan, South Korea, the U.S. and
China. A Sino-Russian gas pipeline, the Power of Siberia, will be completed in 2019.

Chinese analysts have suggested that Sino-Russian pipelines could form the core of a
Northeast Asian energy regime, but there is no regional response to these suggestions.
The Sino-Russian oil and gas pipelines never appeared to have the capacity to form the
basis for a Northeast Asian multilateral regional energy regime.* The bilateral Sino-Russian
energy relationship is deepening mutual interdependence,’® but it is often plagued by price
disputes. Chinese analysts have also suggested that a proposed BRI China-Russia-Mongolia
economic corridor could form the core of a regional energy regime. BRI is now the focus
of planning.
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The idea for a Russian-Korean gas pipeline was proposed in 1991 as the Vostok Plan, a
gas pipeline from Vladivostok to South Korea transiting North Korea.® In 2003, the U.S.
had considered a Russia-Korean gas pipeline as an incentive to end North Korea’s nuclear
program, using gas from ExxonMobil in Sakhalin 1,7 but this initiative was not pursued. A
Korean analyst suggested that South Korea had been too dependent on China, Japan, and
Russia to initiate construction of regional infrastructure, and would need to take a leadership
role itself.? South Korea has, thus, systematically pursued an institutional framework for
Northeast Asia energy cooperation, beginning with a symposium as early as 2001.

At first, Seoul called upon an international organization, the United Nations Economic and
Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP), to support institutionalization. At one
point, UNESCAP functioned as the secretariat, hosting in November 2005 an Ulaanbaatar
meeting of the Korean initiative adopted the Intergovernmental Collaborative Mechanism
on Energy Cooperation in North-East Asia, with a project for Energy Cooperation in North-
East Asia (ECNEA). The work plan would be coordinated by KEEI with partner research
institutes in each country. China’s response was to propose very limited functions for
the organization, and it suggested countries should simply strengthen bilateral energy
cooperation. Russia and Mongolia joined, but China and Japan did not.

Russia’s membership in the Intergovernmental Collaborative Mechanism on Energy
Cooperation in Northeast Asia was attractive to Moscow due to the fact that the South
Korean initiative had created a producer-consumer dialogue, Russia’s main goal, as shown
in analysis from the Energy Research Institute of the Russian Academy of Sciences. The
project would give Russia a pathway into the Asia Pacific that was not dependent on China
or Japan. This would open up a new market for Russian energy exports and, thus, spur
economic development of the Russian Far East. Russians hoped for technological expertise,
investment from major oil corporations in production and transportation, giving Russian
companies greater access to Northeast Asian markets. Moscow sought the "integration of
Northeast Asian countries into a unified Eurasian energy system," integrating Northeast
Asia with Central Asia, which would give Russia a larger leadership role.®

The November 2009 "Energy Strategy of Russia for the period up to 2030" had authorized
exploration and development of East Siberian and Russian Far East hydrocarbon resources.
The strategy mentions exports to Northeast Asian countries, but energy cooperation is
mentioned only within a unified Eurasian energy area that included the Commonwealth
of Independent States (CIS) and the SCO, primarily a Eurasian energy area with Russia
at the center, rather than a Northeast Asian energy regime. Agreement was reached on
the Russian-Korean project in September 2008, during a bilateral summit in Moscow, in
a memorandum of understanding signed between the state-run Korea Gas Corporation
(Kogas) and Russia’s Gazprom. But the project was stalled due to North-South Korean
tensions. The third round of the Russian-Korean Strategic Dialogue on November 23, 2011
in Seoul, discussed tripartite projects: the gas pipeline from Russia through North Korea to
South Korea, a power transmission line on the same route, and a railway network between
Russia and the two Koreas. Gazprom and Kogas introduced a joint roadmap for cooperation
in September 2011.
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North Korean leader Kim Jong-il had given his support, and after his death in December
2011, the new leader, Kim Jong-un, continued to support the project. North Korea was a
regime-taker in this initiative as it was in all Northeast Asian energy initiatives. However,
frequently it demonstrated its ability to cause a delay or obstruct initiatives, primarily by
provoking Western sanctions with its nuclear program and missile testing.°

In March 2012, South Korean president Lee Myung-bak claimed that the Russian-Korean
pipeline would be his legacy. He had originally conceived of the pipeline two decades
before when he was CEO of Hyundai Construction and it was called the Vostok Plan.!! China
had discouraged the Russian-Korean pipeline, however, promoting an alternative route.
On February 16, 2012, China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) proposed to Korea
National Oil Corporation to build an undersea gas pipeline from Weihai, Shandong Province
to South Korea, bypassing North Korea. The South Korean government and Kogas considered
the viability of the proposal. The natural gas supply Beijing was offering would come from
Russia. Beijing hoped the extension to South Korea would give it greater bargaining power
with Moscow over natural gas prices.’? This proposal appeared to be a revival of the late
1990s’ Kovykta gas pipeline project from Russia that would transit China into South Korea.
Beijing’s pipeline proposal appeared to undermine Moscow's Trans-Korean pipeline and
would be compatible with the BRI, which had not yet been announced. The Chinese route
would prevent Russian influence from expanding in North and South Korea, displacing
Chinese influence. By the end of 2012, South Koreans were divided over the alternative
routes, and LNG imports from North American shale gas had become still another, more
stable option for South Korea.

UNESCAP organized a Track 1% “North-East Asia Sub-regional Consultation Meeting,” in
November 2012 in Incheon, South Korea as preparation for its first Asian and Pacific Energy
Forum (APEF), an official energy ministers meeting hosted by Vladivostok in May 2013.
Not surprisingly, at the November 2012 UNESCAP meeting, Chinese participants spoke on
China’s bilateral energy relations although at that time the BRI had not yet been introduced.
Korean participants spoke on the need to manage Northeast Asia’s organizational deficit,
arguing that the region needed a “more effective institutional design” by either building on
an existing institutional framework or creating a new one.*® The meeting report, submitted
to the 2013 APEF, noted that the benefits of cooperation were not clearly visualized by the
region despite the large number of initiatives for Northeast Asian energy cooperation. A
resolution included regional cooperation in connectivity of physical infrastructure for cross-
border energy trade in oil and gas pipelines and power grids.* The 2018 2nd APEF meeting
supported the same goals.

In October 2013, South Korean president Park Geun-hye announced Korea’s Eurasia
Initiative, which included development of international energy networks and was primarily
focused on the Russian Far East and Central Asia. China was included in the concept of
Eurasia, but it was not at the center. The Eurasian Initiative proposed trilateral cooperation
among North Korea-South Korea-Russia and trilateral cooperation among North Korea-
South Korea-China, placing Seoul at the center.
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In 2016, Russia indicated interest in what it called the Russia-Japan energy bridge, meaning
the Asia Super Grid. The Russian expectation was to make Siberia and the Russian Far East
the hub of a regional energy network.' The Russian vision lacked details. In 2018, Moscow
appeared to be more of a regime-taker with participation in the Asian Super Grid.

The NNP continued the Eurasia Initiative. After his election, Moon created the Presidential
Committee on Northern Economic Cooperation (PCNEC) and in August 2017 appointed
Song Young-gil to lead it. In September 2017, Moon proposed the NNP at the third Eastern
Economic Forum held in Vladivostok. It included the economic and energy integration of
the Russian Far East, North Korea, and South Korea. Moon’s “nine bridges of the NNP”
included a natural gas pipeline. Moon proposed starting construction of a Northeast Asian
super grid for the purpose of creating a Northeast Asian energy community.

Putin has used the Eastern Economic Forum each year to introduce his New Eastern Policy
for Russian Far East economic development. Seoul and Moscow agreed to conduct a joint
study to check the feasibility of cross-border energy, railway, and natural gas projects. The
NNP expands South Korean-Russian bilateral cooperation into a region-wide formation.

In December 2017, Moon visited Beijing to repair relations made tense the previous year
by Seoul’s deployment of Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD), a U.S. missile
defense system. Beijing had responded with an undeclared economic boycott, which Xi
had apparently partially lifted prior to Moon’s visit. The meeting was not totally a success.
Xi pressed Moon on the THAAD issue. Two South Korean reporters were beaten thuggishly
by Chinese security agents. North Korean denuclearization was discussed, but without
resolution. Korean media thought Moon was not treated respectfully by Xi. During the visit,
Moon proposed cooperation between his NNP and New Southern Policy and BRI, but with
SO many pressing issues, this was given scant attention.

A Russian economist, Pavel Minakir, was not very optimistic on Russian-Korean trilateral
cooperation. He identified many impediments: international sanctions on Russia and North
Korea would block financial assistance from international organizations and companies;
Russia and South Korea have different goals in trilateral cooperation; Russian companies
want access to the South Korean market; and South Korea’s goal is economic integration
with North Korea. Minakir felt Russia and the Koreas would have to coordinate their actions
with China,® in effect, giving China veto power over Russian-Korean trilateral projects.

In fact, Western sanctions on Russian-Japanese and Russian-South Korean energy
cooperation are not a primary factor. Japan and South Korea have not imposed energy
sanctions on Russia. Their companies have ways to utilize the sanctions’ loopholes. Yet,
Russian energy analysts are generally not inclined to offer designs for Northeast Asian
regional institutions. Russian energy experts have traditionally tended to be engineers
and, more recently, energy economists. There has not been a large number of Russian
publications on energy cooperation that reflect an understanding of energy regime building
orinstitutional design. Russia has been considered a regime-taker in Northeast Asian energy
dialogues. However, Russian suggestions have been incorporated into Korean initiatives,
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such as the Eurasian Initiative, which adopted the Russian idea of linking the Russian Far
East, Central Asia, and Northeast Asia. The Asian Super Grid initiative proposes linking
Mongolia, Siberia, the Russian Far East, China, Japan, and North and South Korea. Russia’s
interest in a producer-consumer dialogue is realized in regional projects, and it has chosen
to work through UNESCAP, participating in its APEF meetings and other consultations on
regional energy cooperation. Putin has also used the Eastern Economic Forum meetings to
discuss regional energy infrastructure projects.

Asian Super Grid

Japan has cooperated with Russia in oil and gas since the 1970s. More recently, in May 2016,
the Abe government introduced an eight-point economic cooperation plan with Russia that
included energy and infrastructure. The Japan Bank for International Cooperation (JBIC)
signed a memorandum of understanding (MOU) with Novatek, Russia’s Yamal LNG operator.
Many Japanese corporations have investments in Russia’s oil and gas sector. During the
2018 Eastern Economic Forum, additional MOUs were signed with Novatek and Gazprom.
However, in the Asian Super Grid, a Japanese company (not the government) has joined
with Mongolia and South Korea in a Northeast Asian electricity grid based on renewable
energy, the Gobitech Initiative. The concept of the Asian Super Grid was announced in
2012 by Softbank CEO Son Masayoshi, a project of his Japan Renewable Energy Foundation
(renamed as Renewable Energy Institute), in the post-Fukushima shift in Japan toward
renewable energy.

The Gobitech Initiative was introduced in 2009, published in the Korea Herald, by Bernhard
Seliger and Gi-Eun Kim. Mongolia’s Gobi Desert would be the site of a giant wind farm
that would feed a regional grid linking Mongolia with high voltage direct current (HVDC)
transmission lines to Japan, South Korea, China, and Russia. SB Renewables formed a joint
venture with Mongolia’s Newcom. It would be a smart grid using IT to manage fluctuating
power supply with fluctuating demand, promoting free trade in clean electric power.

In 2012 the Mongolian Energy Commission partnered with the Hanns Seidel Foundation,
Korea to hold a Gobitech conference. Japan’s Renewable Energy Institute became a partner.
In 2014, Mongolia hosted a Gobitech forum and issued a report on forming a regional grid,
the “International Symposium: Roadmap to Asia Super Grid.” The partners in Gobitech are
Energy Charter Secretariat (ECS), Energy Economics Institute of the Republic of Korea (KEEI),
Energy Systems Institute of the Russian Federation (ESI), Ministry of Energy of Mongolia
(MOE), and Japan Renewable Energy Foundation (JREF). Mongolia has numerous Soviet-era
power plants, coal-fired and inefficient. Gobitech promotes clean energy production, solar
and wind, in the Gobi Desert for transmission on a regional grid. Russia’s Irkutsk would
supply hydropower from the North. Gobitech’s vision is Mongolia and Russia exporting
clean energy power to Shanghai, Seoul, and Tokyo.®

KEEI was a partner in the 2014 report. Korea Electric Power Corporation (KEPCO), which
dominates South Korea’s electricity industry, supported regional cooperation. KEPCO had
presented its vision of a regional super grid in 2014. In 2016, the Asia International Grid
Connection Study Group formed and KEPCO joined.
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Gobitech promotes a legal framework, Energy Charter Treaty (ECT), in order to protect
intellectual property rights, attract investment, and maintain a reliable transit regime.
Because of cross-border energy infrastructure, cooperation was needed from international
organizations and financial institutions—APEC, ESCAP, International Renewable Energy
Agency (IRENA), the EC, and ADB. Gobitech recommends forming a Northeast Asian
communications platform for consultations, leading to a multilateral energy regime, and
has suggested utilizing South Korea’s Intergovernmental Collaborative Mechanism on
Cooperation in Northeast Asia (ECNEA).? Mongolia has been a member of ECNEA since it
was formed in 2005.

In August 2017, the Renewable Energy Institute issued the Asia International Grid
Connection Study Group Interim Report, reporting on the economic feasibility of a regional
grid. The report seemed to be asking the Japanese government for a firm commitment of its
support for the regional grid.?° In June 2018, REl issued a second interim report, considering
alternative routes between Japan and Russia, Japan and South Korea, and their costs,
business models, and legal frameworks.?

In November 2017, Cho Hwan-ik, president of KEPCO, stated that the company, after doing
a feasibility study, thought that a Northeast Asian super grid was feasible, working with
Japan, Russia, and China.?? KEPCO had promoted creating a grid that included Japan. In
2016 KEPCO and Softbank had issued their plans for an Asian super grid linking South Korea,
China, Japan, and Mongolia but did not mention Russia.?

After participating in Gobitech for several years, in March 2016 China formed an international
non-profit organization Global Energy Interconnection Development and Cooperation
Organization (GEIDCO), headquartered in Beijing. GEIDCO claimed to be dedicated to
promoting clean and green sustainable energy development worldwide. GEIDCO’s chairman
was Liu Zhenya, chair of the State Grid Corporation of China. Its vice chairman was Son
Masayoshi from Japan’s Renewable Energy Institute, and also, former U.S. Secretary of
Energy Steven Chu was a vice chairman. GEIDCO adopted the Asian Super Grid idea as its
own, promoting “Global Energy Interconnection” (GEIl) as the global version of the Asia
Super Grid. Although GEIDO appeared to be a Chinese organization for participation in the
Asian Super Grid, it was a project for the BRI. On June 28, 2018, GEIDO held the “Forum on
Energy Interconnection & Belt and Road Development in Arab States” in Beijing. Liu wanted
to expand BRI into a global network with the GEl initiative. China claimed to be launching a
global clean energy electricity grid although most electricity produced domestically is from
coal-fired plants.

With regard to the Asian Super Grid, Chinese researchers have argued that the energy
channels and infrastructure proposed by the BRI can resolve the problem of Northeast
Asian regional energy cooperation. Northeast Asian countries need oil and gas pipeline
networks and power grids. BRI could supply investment through the Silk Road Fund and
the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank. BRI can be implemented bilaterally and does not
initially require a multilateral framework but, rather, could evolve into one as Japan and
South Korea join the Sino-Russian economic corridor of oil and gas pipelines and the China-
Mongolia-Russia economic corridor. Chinese implied that in the absence of political trust
and with Northeast Asia having an organizational deficit, BRI could solve this situation.?*
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Some analysts have argued that currently there is greater political will and vision that will
enable a Northeast Asian energy regime. They state that it is possible to combine China’s
BRI, Mongolia’s Gobitech Project, South Korea’s NNP, and Russia’s New Eastern Policy. All
these initiatives propose cross-border energy infrastructure. However, they recognize that
there is still an organizational deficit. There is no Northeast Asia multilateral mechanism for
combining all these initiatives.

Chinese have written of a regional energy organization as an alternative to regional energy
markets. Chinese argue that Northeast Asia has failed to form regional mechanisms
that could restrict commercial competition and failed to form non-market relations
fixed to energy infrastructure and institutionalized into a system where there would be
no bargaining. They present Northeast Asia as being in an unnatural, “uncooperative”
condition lacking political trust necessary for a more natural state of an institutionalized
political framework for multilateral energy relations. Trust would allow for the formation of
an Energy Community between China and its neighbors. This Energy Community could be
used to promote the BRI.?

Many of the cross-border energy projects recently proposed by Japan and South Korea
are bottom-up approaches to create a regional project on a commercial basis, involving
detailed economic feasibility studies, which would eventually promote increased Northeast
Asian institutionalization. The Chinese approach contrasts with the Japanese and South
Korean approach in that Chinese perceive regional infrastructure projects as a means to
avoid market competition, and there is less emphasis on commercial viability. There is no
evidence of Chinese economic feasibility studies prior to project implementation.

On October 31-November 1, 2018, in Ulaan Baator, UNESCAP, China Electricity Council
(CEC), Ministry of Energy of Mongolia, and Asian Development Bank (ADB) organized the
“Northeast Asia Regional Power Interconnection and Cooperation Forum 2018.” The author
was able to participate. Many proposals for energy cross-border cooperation and results
of feasibility studies were presented. The GEIDCO presentation suggested Northeast Asian
energy cooperation should be under GEIDCO’s Global Energy Interconnection (GEIl) but
had not mentioned that GEI was part of BRI. During Q & A, the author asked the GEIDCO
representative if China was trying to incorporate the Asian Super Grid into BRI. He responded
that GEIDCO was not part of BRI. The Ulaan Baator meeting sought to address the lack of an
intergovernmental framework on multilateral energy cooperation that could bring all the
Northeast Asian countries and stakeholders together, the Northeast Asian organizational
deficit. The need to create a framework was discussed, but it is unclear if an agreement
was finalized.

During 2018, China and South Korea jointly researched connecting their power grids
bilaterally as the first stage of a Northeast Asian super grid that would eventually include
Mongolia and Japan. In 2018, Beijing promoted incorporating the Asian Super Grid into the
BRI, but it did not elicit enthusiastic regional responses.
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The BRI and the NNP

Because BRI does not have a political framework of its own, Beijing searched for regional
political frameworks to absorb into it and strengthened efforts to absorb ASEAN, the SCO,
and BRICS into the BRI. In 2018 Beijing focused on absorbing competing regional cross-
border infrastructural projects into the BRI. BRI does not have its own multilateral political
framework other than organizations China has created and the BRI Forum. Consequently,
Beijing has promoted coopting other regional projects and placing them under BRI in order
to acquire greater political control over BRI partner countries.

China has promoted a Free Trade Area for the SCO faced resistance from Russia. In
December 2017, Russian prime minister Medvedev had stated that a free trade zone was
not part of the SCO vision. Central Asian states were concerned that China would dominate
the organization and the region.?® Three think tanks—the Chongyang Institute for Financial
Studies at Renmin University, the Institute for Central Asian Studies at China's Lanzhou
University, and the Global Governance Research Center at Renmin University—had issued
a report prior to the 2018 SCO summit arguing that China could use the SCO to give itself
a larger role in Central Asian affairs, provide an important platform for China to implement
BRI in the region, increase trust with Moscow and New Delhi, and help maintain security in
northwest China.?” At the June 2018 SCO summit in Qingdao, Xi Jinping tried to pull the SCO
into the BRI but met opposition from India. Skeptical of BRI and resistant to becoming a BRI
member, India vetoed incorporation of the SCO into the BRI, depriving Xi of a consensus.
The October 12, 2018 SCO Joint Communique listed the six countries who did affirm their
support for BRI, but it could not state that the SCO would be incorporated into the BRI.
The communique indicated support for cooperation on renewable energy projects and
construction of energy infrastructure facilities.

Docking [*{#] is an elusive term which has proven difficult to define or concretely
implement. Beijing and Moscow agreed to the docking of the EEU and BRI in May 2015
after much debate between Russians and Chinese as to what that meant, but in 2018 it
had not progressed and was still under discussion. In the context of energy infrastructure,
docking is more concrete—it is connecting oil and natural gas pipelines and power grids
across borders.

The possibility of incorporating South Korean initiatives into the BRI began in 2016 with
Chinese discussion of docking Korea’s Eurasia Initiative and the BRI using the China-Korea
FTA as the institutional framework.?® When Seoul shifted to the NNP, Chinese discussed
docking BRI with it. In 2017, a Chinese specialist enumerated the benefits of linking BRI and
NNP: it would pull South Korea into the BRI, would provide external stimuli for economic
growth of China’s three Northeast provinces, would push North Korea’s reforms, and when
it linked with Russia’s EEU, would alleviate Russia’s concerns regarding BRI.?

A Korean researcher who obtained his PhD at Fudan University, Lee Chang-ju, advocated
docking NNP with BRI, with economic policy and financial coordination, and management
mechanisms which accords with Xi Jinping’s “Five Links” —physical connectivity, institutional
connectivity, people-to-people connectivity, infrastructure connectivity and communication
connectivity. Lee proposed incorporating China’s Northeast provinces and the Russian Far
East into the BRI-NNP docking.
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In the Chinese understanding of docking, it is the means by which the NNP could be
incorporated into the BRI. Chinese analysts considered BRI a larger, stronger, more enduring
initiative with a greater capacity for implementation than NNP. Xue Li, comparing BRI and
NNP, expected that NNP would only last as long as Moon'’s five-year term while BRI would
continue to exist long after. Xue argued South Korea’s NNP should be incorporated into
the Sino-Mongolian-Russian economic corridor of BRI and focus on Korean economic
integration with China’s Northeast provinces.?! Because of economic sanctions Beijing had
imposed on Seoul after deployment of THAAD, Xue Li claimed Beijing was not ready for a
high-level docking mechanism despite Chinese writings on docking. This was demonstrated
in April 2018 when Moon’s representative Song Young-gil traveled to Beijing to meet with
research institutes but had minimal contact with the Chinese government. Song discussed
Korea’s NNP and China’s BRI at the institutes and gave an interview on NNP with CGTN.3?

According to Chinese authors, the Beijing government has monopolized and controlled
the BRI narrative domestically. Before the May 2017 Belt & Road Summit in Beijing, the
government imposed a moratorium on BRI-related conferences. Academic writing on BRI
has been controlled by Beijing to stay within governmental guidelines.?®* Thus, what Chinese
have written on BRI and NNP can be understood to reflect official thinking. When Song met
with Chinese specialists it was more of a Track 1% than a Track 2 meeting. When both sides
were ready for a docking mechanism, Xue proposed holding a Chinese-Russian-Korean
dialogue and consultation channel at the bureau level. Xue Li suggested that if Beijing-Seoul
official political relations remained tense, implementation of this docking should be at the
local government level. Local level cooperation already is thriving between Korean local
governments and 33 Chinese local governments.**

In China’s Northeast, local governments have intense interest in BRI and NNP. At the
beginning of the economic reforms, Beijing had paired border provinces with neighboring
countries, e.g., Heilongjiang with the Russian Far East, Liaoning with Japan, and Jilin with
North Korea. According to a Chinese analyst, Shandong lobbied Beijing to be paired with
South Korea even before formal normalization of China-ROK relations.3> However, border
areas seek the most profitable cross-border relations. Yanbian businessmen cannot depend
on trade only with an unstable North Korea. They have stronger commercial and social ties
with South Korea. Yanbian people watch South Korean television and are influenced by
South Korean culture.? In the early 20th century, Liaoning’s Dandong was a transportation
hub on the railway between the Korean Peninsula and Manchukuo and a trading port on
the Yalu River. Recently, sanctions on North Korea had hurt Dandong’s economy. Dandong
could anticipate increased border trade and economic growth if it is incorporated into
South Korea’s regional project NNP and North Korea opens up. Dandong real estate prices
are increasing on that expectation.””

Heilongjiang has for more than two decades anticipated an economic revival through
economic integration with the Russian Far East, and had assumed the province had an
exclusive claim. Heilongjiang had expected that the Program of Cooperation between the
Northeast of the People’s Republic of China and the Far East and Eastern Siberia of the
Russian Federation (2009-2018) would achieve this. BRI had encouraged this hope with
the “China-Russia-Mongolia economic corridor” stretching from the Russian Far East to
Mongolia with Heilongjiang at its center. However, the more strident Heilongjiang became
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on integration, the more reluctant the Russian Far East became. The 2009-2018 plan’s
ambitious goals were only partially implemented with Chinese businessmen losing millions
of dollars. Nevertheless, Beijing and Moscow designated 2018 and 2019 as the “Bilateral
Years of Russian-Chinese Interregional Cooperation.”

At the September 2018 Eastern Economic Forum, China and Russia signed a new, less
ambitious Program for development of Russian-Chinese cooperation in trade, economic
and investment spheres in the Far East of the Russian Federation (2018-2024). This new
plan did not imply economic integration between China’s Northeast and Russia’s Far East.®
The 2018-2024 plan mentioned Heilongjiang only four times, primarily in the context of
developing international transport corridors "Primorye-1" (Harbin-Mudanjiang-Suifenhe-
Pogranichny-Ussuriysk-Vladivostok/Nakhodka)and"Primorye-2"(Changchun-Jilin-Hunchun-
Zarubino port).

China’s Ministry of Commerce compiled the 2018-2024 plan with the Ministry for the
Development of the Russian Far East (Minvostokrazvitiya). The Ministry of Commerce
is the Chinese secretariat of the “Intergovernmental Commission for Cooperation of
the Northeast China and the Far East and Baikal Region of Russia,” and will be closely
monitoring the Chinese side and working with the Russian side to implement the new
Plan.*® The commission established a business council, which includes Russian and Chinese
entrepreneurs, who are charged with promoting joint investment projects.

In the aftermath of signing the 2018-2024 plan, Harbin economists indicated discontent
with Beijing’s policies. They claimed Heilongjiang should be able to establish a new cross-
border trade zone with the Russian Far East due to its advantageous position on the Russian
border. This would give Heilongjiang a more prominent position in China-Russia trade. The
state council had issued relevant policies in 2013, but implementation had not taken place.
In fact, they argued, the Chinese state had not given strong policy support to Heilongjiang
province. Liaoning has several free trade zones, but Heilongjiang has only two bonded
zones in Suifenhe and Harbin.*

South Korea’s NNP would undermine Heilongjiang’s exclusive access to the Russian Far
East with a competing project, while it would tend to favor Yanbian and Dandong. The
New Northern Policy and the BRI are competing for the Russian Far East. Beijing and
Seoul tentatively approach the idea of “docking” the two projects as a rational solution.
Heilongjiang could be expected to be less supportive. Other researchers recognized the
existence of competition between China’s BRI and South Korea’s NNP, especially in the
Arctic, but also felt it possible for there to be Sino-Korean cooperation.*

Some South Korean analysts questioned benefits of BRI and critiqued its compatibility
with Seoul’s strategies. Moon expected BRI would lessen Korean dependence on China,
but critics thought dependency would increase because Beijing would use South Korea to
develop China’s Northeast provinces as a hub of Northeast Asia. Moon expected BRI to
connect his NNP and New Southern Policy with Southeast Asia, expanding South Korea’s
influence there.*

By November 2018, Beijing was ready for BRI docking with NNP. At a meeting during APEC,
Xi Jinping proposed to Moon that South Korea participate in BRI, intending to incorporate
South Korea and its NNP into it. At that time Moon had not decided whether to join. Some
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Koreans suspected Xi’s proposal was meant to force South Korea to choose between China
and the U.S. during the U.S.-China trade war. China is South Korea’s largest trade partner
but memories of China’s economic retaliation for South Korea’s installation of THAAD were
still strong.®

The Korean Presidential Committee on Northern Economic Cooperation took the position
that BRI’s five links and NNP’s nine bridges could be docked.* It appears that South
Korea understood the term docking to mean cross-border cooperation and connection of
infrastructure without incorporation into the Chinese political framework of BRI. During his
December 2017 trip to China, Moon had announced that he and Xi would examine ways
to cooperate between BRI and NNP. Moon hoped BRI would help connect South and North
Korea, promoting more peaceful relations. He also expected that BRI would facilitate South
Korea’s access to natural gas pipelines through China and Russia, a cheaper alternative
to LNG. Moon indicated his intention for South Korea to develop relations with a variety
of local governments. U.S. sanctions on North Korea remained an impediment for South
Korean companies to invest in North Korea.

The website of the Presidential Committee on Northern Economic Cooperation now includes
in its Eastern Region strategy “Pushing ahead with projects in connection with ‘One Belt, One
Road’ and multilateral cooperation projects involving the Three Northeastern Provinces of
China.” This includes connecting with the BRI’s China-Mongolia-Russia Economic Corridor
using AlIB and the Greater Tumen Initiative, and “Laying the foundation to connect ROK,
North Korea, and Russia in the sectors of gas, railway, and electricity.”*

Conclusion

Visions of local Sino-Russian-South Korean-North Korean border economic and energy
integration, pipelines, and power grids have existed for three decades. In practice, energy
infrastructure actually constructed has been bilateral. A multilateral, region-wide energy
pipeline would have to identify a center or hub which has eluded Northeast Asia. The puzzle
of Northeast Asian energy infrastructure is how to link the three regional energy projects
—BRI, Asian Super Grid, and the NNP—without BRI coopting and absorbing the other two
projects. BRI’s proposed infrastructure projects promise infrastructure connectivity in
Northeast Asia. The other infrastructure initiatives are more multilateral, not exporting
energy only to China. Beijing’s response to these multilateral initiatives has been to try to
run all multilaterals through China to keep China at the center of regional infrastructure and
to place China’s Northeast provinces at the center of Northeast Asia.

Since the end of the Cold War, Northeast Asian regional energy cooperation has been seen
as a basis for building a larger regional mechanism that could serve as a peace regime on
the Korean Peninsula. Almost every Northeast Asian energy regime proposal has included
a proposal to include North Korea to meet its energy needs and to lessen the need for a
nuclear energy program. In autumn 2018, Russian officials made a secret proposal to North
Korea, offering to build a nuclear power plant in exchange for Pyongyang dismantling its
nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles. It is unclear if the offer was accepted.*® This was a
revival of the U.S. proposal to provide two light-water reactors to North Korea under the
1994 Agreed Framework.
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China has promoted the BRI as a mechanism which could incorporate the Asian Super Grid
and give China a leadership position in Northeast Asian energy. It is not clear whether other
Northeast Asian countries would support that effort. Japan and South Korea stress market-
based relations, the need for a legal regime and protection of intellectual property. China
views a regional political framework as based on non-market energy relations, a way to
avoid the world oil market. Chinese stress the need for political trust rather than a legal
regime. They propose that the Sino-Russian oil pipeline be the core of a Northeast Asian
energy regime and that Japan and South Korea could join, but there have been disputes in
the past over oil prices in the Sino-Russian pipeline preventing it from being a peaceful core.
Despite discussions of pipelines, Japan and South Korea prefer LNG from Russia rather than
entanglements in pipelines. Japan is the largest buyer of Russian LNG.

South Korea’s NNP is dependent on removal of DPRK sanctions for its implementation,
which has not yet happened. The Asian Super Grid is a multilateral energy project promoted
by Russia, South Korea, Japan, Mongolia, and China. Currently, serious consultations are
supported by UNESCAP and ADB. The Asian Super Grid will make progress if Northeast
Asian countries can agree on the framework of a multilateral mechanism.
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In the Trump era, there has been a surge of interest in the upsurge of sharp power as a
disruptive force in international relations and the precipitous decline in the role of diplomacy
based on values as an ennobling factor in bilateral and multilateral relations. Geostrategic
fears and trade protectionism have taken center stage as strains are exacerbated by
interference in internal affairs on an unparalleled scale and are rarely ameliorated by
reassuring affirmation of shared values. The two principal actors in the Indo-Pacific battle
between sharp power and values diplomacy are China and the United States. The first
chapter in Part Il deals directly with the standoff between the two, principal antagonists.
In the following chapters, U.S. allies on the frontlines are covered: South Korea, which was
battered by Chinese vilification over the Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD)
deployment; Japan, a target of China only recently treated less harshly as Xi Jinping agreed
to an official state visit by Abe Shinzo; and Australia, the most conspicuous example of
China’s use of sharp power. A final case covered in the chapters to follow is: North Korea,
which in 2018 found new ways of using sharp power against South Korea. While authors
vary in how they interpret the new concept of “sharp power” and in which country’s value
diplomacy they emphasize, this collection of five cases offers a foundation for generalizing
about this struggle.

Gilbert Rozman, “Chinese Sharp Power and U.S.
Values Diplomacy: How Do They Intersect?”

An intensifying backlash against Xi Jinping’s makeover of China and Donald Trump’s
makeover of the United States has muddied thinking about the national identity struggle
recently building between the world’s top two powers. What was heralded as the “China
Dream,” benefiting from earlier touting of “harmonious” themes, became tarnished as the
“China nightmare” of stooping to any means to steal secrets and undermine democracies.
The long-admired “beacon on the hill” had become sullied as the valueless and selfish
“America First” not able to champion democracy or even truth, which was dismissed as
“fake news.” China has forsaken an ideal opportunity for cultivating an appealing, soft
power image as the custodian of the legacy of Confucian values (champion of education,
meritocracy, family values, and hard work—ideals which had earlier underscored the rise
of “Confucian capitalism” across East Asia) for an ideological agenda based on “pervasive,
long-term initiatives against both government critics at home and businesses and academic
institutions abroad.” If the State Department had called Confucius Institutes “China’s most
powerful soft power platforms,” they were increasingly being seen as agents of censorship
or propaganda taking advantage of open academic environments somehow contributing
to moves to steal sensitive research as well as to create an atmosphere conducive to the
exercise of sharp power. At the same time, Trump has proved himself utterly uninterested in
and incapable of standing for U.S. values at home or abroad. If we look beyond the situation
today, how should we expect the Sino-U.S. clash of ideas to proceed? This is the question
driving Rozman’s opening chapter.

Sharp power is interference in internal affairs by stealth, planting agents of subversion,
stirring anxieties with misinformation and stolen e-mails, and targeting elections and public
opinion by means of deception. It has acquired entirely new dimensions by virtue of social
media and the use of foreign agents and their money to convey messages in new ways.
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While the objective of Putin has been to weaken the current order to gain relative strength,
China’s interference activities tend to be subtler and more methodical with a longer time
frame, focusing on steadily cultivating relationships that can be exploited opportunistically
in accordance with clear strategic objectives—an incremental process of eroding existing
discursive and political structures and steadily building new CCP-centric ones to take their
place. Given the priority on forging support for China’s policies and, even more, disrupting
any criticism of China, United Front targets are both opportunistic and strategic. The Chinese
diaspora is viewed as most amenable to doing China’s bidding; the business community is
scrutinized for promising partners; a third target is the academic and think tank community,
expected to be critical in democratic societies, but subject to divisive actions, given growing
dependence on Chinese students abroad and visa approval for widely desired travel to
China; the media world too offers a chance for manipulation in what is seen as a wide-
ranging and enduring infiltration strategy.

Values diplomacy, by contrast, is the spread of accurate or idealized information about the
positive values of one’s country. If done without overkill or a lot of hypocrisy, this can be
referred to as “smart power.” Failure to sustain a wave of democratic change in the 1980-
90s led to rethinking values diplomacy to make it more convincing through smart power.
If sharp power has gained ground while smart power is abeyant, a counterattack against
the former is gathering momentum along with revulsion against how the latter has been
allowed to lapse; a new balance can be anticipated should a backlash follow Trump’s values
vacuum. For the United States to project values effectively it should stand as a paragon
of the ideals long associated with it: democracy at full flowering, rule of law, checks and
balances, equality of opportunity, multi-culturalism and respect for diversity, etc. Trump
has trashed every one of the long-cherished ideals of his country, and he has done so on
the backs of a Congress inclined to repudiate these same principles. Meanwhile, he has
embraced world leaders who hold these principles in disrepute, while failing to reinforce
the identity bonds with allies and partners who endorse them.

The global community is anticipating a deepening struggle between Washington and Beijing.
Xi Jinping prioritizes an ideologically indoctrinated society over any manifestation of civil
society. Document No. 9 made cultural work the principal political task, requiring “intense
struggle” rather than past passivity on matters of national identity. With this increased
pressure for conformity at home came intensified United Front demands abroad. China
at times has conveyed an upbeat, soft power message. It minds its own business, never
interfering in the internal affairs of other countries. It relies on economic ties, promising a
win-win outcome. It prioritizes cooperation over competition in great power relations and
as a good neighbor. As the champion of developing countries, China provides generous loans
to build infrastructure and accelerate economic growth. It does not impose its values or
export any sort of ideology, abiding by a live and let live philosophy. Relationships naturally
are harmonious attitudes. Yet, Xi put the struggle over ideas in the forefront, initially putting
stress on controlling thought at home but soon extending this approach to other states.
China is not now renewing its soft power appeal.

In the case of Chinese sharp power, a strategy to bring it fully into the open and to work
with others in a coalition of democracies and like-minded states is important. At all costs,
U.S. leaders should avoid unilateralism that alienates its allies, xenophobia that makes
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Chinese in the United States and in diasporas abroad racist targets, and hypocrisy exposing
its own shortcomings to comparisons that allow China to succeed in countering criticisms.
How Chinese officials respond to the recent backlash against the Confucian Institutes will
test whether revival of soft power is sought.

Both Trump and Xi are a throwback to more exclusive notions of national identity with a
clearer ideology, a prouder history, a more closed civilizational outlook, and a simplistic view
of international relations. Each is intolerant of dissent with elements of paranoia, while at
the same time disregarding soft power in an age of globalization. Because Trump mostly
excludes values from his confrontation with China and Xi has until recently preferred to
keep values in the background in foreign relations, some might assume that the rising Sino-
U.S. clash is almost exclusively about both trade and the balance of power in Asia, when
increasingly it exposes a deepening national identity gap. Post-Trump we can anticipate this
coming fully into the open.

Kim Taehwan, “China’s Sharp Power
and South Korea’s Peace Initiative”

Kim Taehwan describes a war of discourse on worldviews, reconstructing geographical
spaces in a country’s own interest. Sharp power is gaining ground in a geopolitical
competition combined with the battle for values and ideas, and China is at center stage
in this geopolitics-cum-discourse game in the Indo-Pacific region. Yet, Kim notes, it is hard
to distinguish sharp power from soft power; both utilize similar assets. The differences
between the two are revealed only by looking into how those assets are mobilized in the
real world. When actually put to use, sharp power is often mingled with soft and hard
power, easily stretching into the realm of conventional security. Putting a focus on Beijing’s
strategic moves made against the backdrop of the U.S. deployment of the THAAD system
to South Korea, Kim examines the way China combines its sharp and hard power in tackling
security issues that it considers as serving “core national interests.” He also addresses
Seoul’s response to China’s sharp power offensive through the lens of inclusionary identity
politics, which underscores the need for constructing a shared identity based on neutral,
common values.

Beijing has been innovative in leveraging a combination of types of power to rewrite the
terms of trade, diplomacy, and security, challenging the liberal international order. Realizing
its soft-power deficit, however, Chinese leadership has underlined in the last decade
the need for enhancing public diplomacy, which has been moving away from assuaging
“China threat” perceptions in the West and neighboring countries toward the Chinese
developmental model, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)-ruled political system, and
theories and values that support Chinese governance. Strategic narratives, particularly in
the Xi Jinping era, appear to be composed of two elements: the vision of the “China Dream”
and traditional Chinese values focused on Confucianism. Overcoming the historical injustice
of the “century of humiliation” caused by Western imperialism and Japanese militarism,
while Mao attained independence from colonialism and Deng realized economic prosperity,
Xi would make China strong again in a new era. The CCP considers the restoration of
traditional values integral to the “core socialist values” keeping Chinese people from being
contaminated by a corrupt Western liberal ideology. China’s global domination is justified
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with the traditional notion of tianxia, “all under heaven,” in which the world is ruled by
the Chinese emperor, around which all else revolves, and from where China spreads
harmony through its culture, language, and values—a Sinocentric empire that values order
over freedom, ethics over law, and elite governance over democracy and human rights,
according to Kim Taehwan’s views.

Sharp power refers to the ability to affect others to obtain desired outcomes not through
attraction, as in the case of soft power, but through distraction and manipulation of
information. Often involved in the exertion of sharp power are attempts by the government
to guide, buy, or coerce political influence, and control discussion of sensitive topics globally,
typically through nontransparent and questionable, if not outright illegal, means. Beijing is
employing sharp power particularly in justifying the CCP’s uncontested grip on power and
controlling discussions of sensitive issues abroad, while showcasing the China model of
party-centered and state-led development and governance as an alternative to liberalism.
Now that the country is exporting its political values and norms, China’s governance model
is front and center in its foreign policy making and implementation. Sensitive issues are
nothing but grave challenges to the CCP authorities and to Chinese sovereign integrity,
which should be contained at any cost both at home and abroad. Beijing relentlessly seeks
to face down every effort, both domestic and international, that is opposing the CCP, argues
Kim Taehwan.

China’s sharp power poses grave challenges to the liberal international order, but what makes
Beijing’s value-based offensive sharp-edged is not the discourse per se, but the methods it
employs in propagating its narrative, Kim argues. He also sees the rise of far-right nationalist
populism posing a grave challenge from within the liberalist group, fundamentally attached
to ethno- or racial nationalism, and pan-European civilizational identities, demonizing
everything foreign including individuals as well as political and economic establishments.
The weakening, or voluntary abdication, of American liberal international leadership under
the Trump administration accelerates the cleavages within the liberalist bloc itself. At the
same time, the recent rapprochement between Beijing and Moscow, founded on normative
affinity anti-liberalist discourse, has considerable persuasive power and attraction, i.e. soft
power, for some developing countries and non-democratic regimes. This is the environment
Kim sees for Seoul.

“Blocization” of values, unlike in the Cold War era, essentially builds on deleterious identity
politics, which is revealing exclusionary collective resentments based on national, ethnic,
religious, sectarian, and other primal identities and trumpeting anti-liberalist values. Value
“blocization,” thus, takes place in the form of scattered confrontations between different
national and primal identities, in contrast to the two clashing ideological blocs consolidated
in the Cold War era.

Seoul’s expectations for Beijing’s positive role in resolving the North Korean nuclear issue
were heightened by “unprecedentedly good relations” with China in the Park Geun-hye
administration. North Korea’s fourth nuclear test in January 2016 turned the atmosphere
sour, however. Park vainly tried to reach Xi Jinping on the phone. Frustrated, she tightened
pressure on North Korea by enhancing Seoul-Washington security cooperation. Concerned
aboutthe enhancement of trilateral security cooperation, Chinaimposed unofficial economic
sanctions—a veiled maneuver difficult to prove—as a retaliatory measure against what it
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perceives as an infringement on its “core interests. In the THAAD case, Chinese authorities
denied any official measures against South Korean products. China tried to exploit divided
views on the THAAD deployment within South Korea to its advantage, for both reversing
the decision and driving a wedge between South Korea and the U.S. A binary approach
was evident in Korean public discourse, labeling THAAD supporters “pro-American,” and
those who oppose it “pro-Chinese.” Beijing methodically and deliberately stoked Chinese
nationalism as a means of strengthening social cohesion in pressuring South Korea. This led
to circular effects mutually reinforcing between unofficial sanctions, the media’s negative
and aggressive coverage, and Chinese public opinion. This is the kind of sharp power Kim
Taehwan observed.

Kim assesses South Korea’s value diplomacy along three dimensions—values embedded in
the country’s national identity, its cognitive frame to construct social reality from material
reality, and its role to fulfill the values. Kim sees progressives and conservatives competitively
constructing contending views on North Korea as a crucial element—the significant other—
of South Korean national identity, which have been reproduced and amplified by experts,
policymakers, and media. The respective continuity in North Korean policy of progressive
administrations and conservative administrations demonstrates the enduring effect of
South Korea’s identity politics on its North Korea policy choice in particular, and value
diplomacy in general.

Kim Taehwan notes South Korea’s role in three areas: balanced diplomacy between the
U.S. and China, inter-Korean reconciliation, and mediation between North Korea and the
U.S. The resolution of the THAAD dispute between Seoul and Beijing, however incomplete
it may be, could be viewed as South Korea’s effort to take a balanced position between
the U.S. and China. It agreed to at least symbolically distance itself from a U.S.-led strategy
of containing China’s presence in the region, in an effort to assure Beijing of its strategic
position. The agreement stirred up fierce domestic disputes; conservatives said it was
humiliating, low-posture diplomacy damaging security sovereignty, progressives valuing
it as peace momentum. Seen in this perspective of a geopolitical trap, improvement of
inter-Korean relations and the establishment of a lasting peace on the Korean Peninsula
would be a crucial, fundamental requisite to effectively navigate through the coming wave
of China’s sharp power offensive. The role of an inclusive peace facilitator, once successfully
performed and recognized by the international community, would provide Seoul with
diplomatic leverage punching over its hard power weight, concludes Kim.

John Fitzgerald, “Just a Dash? China’s Sharp
Power and Australia’s Value Diplomacy”

The actions of Xi Jinping’s government have triggered a major rethink on the place of
values in Australia foreign policy and diplomacy, compelling the people and government to
recalibrate their relationship with China. Comparing the place of values across an historical
series of foreign policy statements can provide a crude but useful measure of changes in
Australian foreign policy thinking and of the factors that trigger and shape these changes,
Fitzgerald says. A definition of the national interest that focused on jobs and security all but
excluded values diplomacy from the Australian foreign policy toolbox, leaving values only a
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supporting role, chiefly bearing on the ways and means through which national interests are
pursued, rather than touching on fundamental interests themselves, or being factored into
assessments of the risks and opportunities facing the country. Then, Beijing’s occupation
and militarization of disputed territories in the South China Sea, its disregard for the arbitral
ruling on the Philippines case, and its attempts to influence Australian public opinion and
political judgments on these and related matters through sharp power—covert, coercive,
and possibly corrupt interference operations—together prompted a major reassessment
of Australian foreign, trade, and security policy. The process of strategic reassessment
culminated in the passage of new legislation on foreign interference and espionage, and
the publication of a new Foreign Policy White Paper in November 2017, which signaled a
departure from earlier practice in elevating values to a position of preeminence in Australian
strategic thinking and foreign policy planning.

While values were clearly articulated in the first and second White Papers, they were framed
in terms that insulated them from public diplomacy and were subordinated to an ideal of
the national interest that centered on trade and security. The 2017 White Paper reflects
growing concerns about China’s role and intentions in the region and its use of sharp power
in Australia. Following this reformulation, values can no longer be dismissed as a dash of
garnish sprinkled on the hard-headed pursuit of national interests. Upholding values was
declared a core national interest. From 2017 values began to matter in Australia’s relations
with China, Fitzgerald notes.

Values diplomacy has rarely played a role in Australian foreign policy comparable to the
place it occupies in American diplomacy despite a public debate on the “Asianization” of
Australia that merged into a wider series of discursive battles that came to be known as
the culture wars and the history wars. Conservatives who favored the idea that values
were rooted in cultural traditions—whether Anglophone or “Judeo-Christian”—swore
they would never surrender Australia’s identity or values to the imperatives of Asian
engagement. Progressives who favored a culturally-agnostic mix of identity and values
saw little risk to Australian identity or values in closer engagement with Asia. Finally, the
2017 Foreign Policy White paper marked a significant break, challenging assertions found
in earlier White Papers that Australian identity and values were grounded in a particular
ethnic heritage, first by emphatically dissociating national identity from race and religion
(“Australia does not define its national identity by race or religion”), and then by omitting
the terms “Western heritage” and “European heritage.” It shifted the locus of national
identity from one based on heritage to one grounded in values.

By elevating values to the core of national identity and reframing them in commonly-
understood terms, the 2017 White Paper signaled that Australia’s values had salience
beyond Australia’s borders. Australian values are now understood as universal values
that Australians shared with one another and with like-minded partners abroad. Securing
Australian values now requires international values advocacy on such issues as threats to
the “rules-based order,” signs of growing racial and national intolerance, and evidence that
countries such as China were acting to undermine the postwar security regime. Australia
as a middle power was particularly susceptible to threats to the international order from
which it had benefited historically.
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For the government of China, the folksy ethnocentric tone of the 1997 and 2003 White
Paper statements on identity and values was reassuring. Australia had little intention of
promoting values beyond its borders and believed values were based on national cultures
and traditions, rather than on universal principles, in effect endorsing the authoritarian
values. Yet, the new White Paper triggered concern over a lack of gratitude toward the
Chinese government for lifting Australia’s economy out of the doldrums, but motivated
at a deeper level by the attempt to “essentialize” national identity in terms of values that
contrasted starkly with those professed by China’s Communist Party government.

Current concerns in the Australian community and government are not over the rise of
China but about the growing reach and authoritarian aspirations of a powerful Leninist
state that seeks to set the ground rules for others in the region to follow, and to interfere
where it can to ensure that they do, argues Fitzgerald. Australia does not see China as an
enemy or as a hostile power. But neither does it regard a country practicing and espousing
Leninist values abroad as a benign or neutral player. Placing the fundamental principles
which Australians value and share onto the national foreign policy agenda, and promoting
them through public diplomacy, brings greater clarity to the differences separating Australia
from China that are patently in need of protection.

Aram Hur, “North Korea’s Sharp Power and the
Divide Over Korean Identities”

Unlike China or Russia, to secure long-term survival, North Korea ultimately needs
cooperation from the rival democracy it seeks to undermine, argues Hur, finding that
this produces a brand of “trojan horse” sharp power: the hijacking of South Korea’s value
diplomacy apparatus to disseminate a dual narrative. Externally, North Korea aims to
project soft power hand-in-hand with South Korea to the international community, while
internally, it exploits South Korea’s nationalist divisions. She argues that authoritarian states
resort to sharp power for political ends that cannot otherwise be achieved through soft
or hard power alone, exploiting pressures that are internal to the target state to force its
hand. Sometimes, those are about exacerbating internal divisions, but other times—as in
the case of North Korea’s strategy—they are about stoking internal unity in the target state
to bind the leader. North Korea hijacks South Korea’s value diplomacy efforts to promote
a dual narrative. To survive against pressures from the United States and the international
community at large, it ultimately needs cooperation from the rival democracy that it seeks
to undermine in the long run.

Authoritarian states are not very good at soft power, especially toward democracies,
and hard power increasingly comes with high political costs. Sharp power, on the other
hand, has become exponentially cheaper with communications technology and comes
with less threat of retribution. Authoritarian states enjoy a comparative advantage in the
sharp realm: whereas the information environment is porous and decentralized in many
democracies, authoritarian states tend to have tight and centralized control. The gap
between the capability of the authoritarian state and the vulnerability of the target state
is the main explanation for the recent rise in sharp power usage. The primary way that
sharp power differs from hard or soft power is that the leverage point for pressure is internal.
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It exploits narrative forces within the target state itself to constrain it. Unlike soft power,
which aims to move a target state through attraction and shared values, these efforts are
sharp in the sense that they pierce, penetrate, or perforate the information environments
in the targeted countries. Hur understands sharp power in the context of specific states
and political conflicts, rather than as a monolithic or unilateral strategy, as soft power is
often portrayed.

The growing identity divide toward North Korea among key constituencies in South
Korea can serve as points of leverage for North Korea. Hur illustrates North Korea’s most
prominent sharp efforts from 2018: the Pyeongchang Olympics and the third inter-Korean
summit. These events were deliberately leveraged to target internal cleavages—sometimes
by dividing, other times by uniting—to push South Korea toward desired ends. The basis
of this is that both Koreas claim legitimacy over the entire peninsula based on the ethno-
national principle. The progressive- conservative divide in South Korea has less to do
with the economic agenda that defines the left-right political spectrum in most Western
democracies, and more to do with national narrative, specifically vis-a-vis the North.
Neither group defines or claims North Korea as a national “other.” The “us” versus “them”
divide is of a much subtler sort: whether they see co-nationality with North Korea as an
asset or threat to democratic stability in the South.

South Korea can be an invaluable shield for North Korea, as it constrains the U.S. from taking
any actions against North Korea that would hurt or jeopardize security in the South. In the
wake of a thinning alliance with China, North Korea finds itself in need of cooperation from
a rival democracy that it ultimately seeks to defeat. Unlike a military or political alliance, an
identity alliance would be a shared sense of purpose in facing pressures from the outside
world. Yet, for North Korea, a troubling trend is that the importance of ethnicity as the
basis for Korean identity is fading. Externally, it needs to project a “soft” identity alliance
with South Korea to an international—and specifically U.S.—audience. Internally, it needs
to gain narrative leverage over South Korea’s domestic forces to balance its contradictory
short-term versus long-term goals toward South Korea. In the short term, it needs to secure
an identity alliance, while in the long term, it wants to undermine South Korea’s legitimacy.
Unilateral soft power toward South Korea would undermine Kim’s own legitimacy in the
North. Trying to coerce South Korea into an identity alliance would risk further alienating
the North from the international community.

When perceived commitment from South Korea to an identity alliance is strong, North
Korea uses sharp power to stoke divisions within South Korea to undermine its legitimacy,
even while on the surface working toward such an alliance. When perceived commitment
is weak, however, North Korea uses sharp power to manipulate opposition forces within
South Korea to build internal popular support for an identity alliance. Hur argues that North
Korea does this by hijacking South Korea’s most prominent soft power efforts. North Korea
proactively supports them, but in the process of participation, it exploits direct access to
the South Korean public to inject performances or narrative nuggets that grant it leverage
over South Korea’s identity cleavages. It then wields that leverage—sometimes by dividing
and other times by uniting the South Korean public—to put internal pressure on the Moon
administration to cooperate.
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Not only did it partake in the Olympics, but it walked in joint procession with the South
under a “one Korea” banner and sent a 400-person cultural troupe, including the famed
cheerleaders along with athletes. To do so on South Korea’s turf held novel symbolic value
and elevated the North’s status to essentially a co-host, even as it deliberately provoked
divisive cleavages within South Korea to undermine internal legitimacy. After demanding
a joint North-South hockey team, during the match in which the team competed, North
Koreans raised a prop of a young man’s face, Kim ll-sung’s, which aroused older viewers,
presumably conservatives, able to recognize it, thus, exacerbating internal discord within
South Korea.

What worries North Korea most is a U.S.-South Korea identity alliance on the foundation of
an actual alliance that is stronger than an inter-Korean identity alliance. To keep the former
at bay, it needs a South Korea that prioritizes the latter and tries to achieve this by building
pressure on South Korea from within to prioritize an inter-Korean alliance. The strategy
began with framing the summit as a “historic” turning point of revival and rebirth for the
peninsula. It succeeded in increasing perceptions of trustworthiness toward North Korea.
Hur also claims that Kim’s repertoire at the inter-Korean summit was a prime example of
Trojan Horse sharp power: hijack what appears to an international audience to be a high-
profile “soft” event to seed narrative nuggets that put internal pressure on South Korea’s
option set. With the U.S. now exerting its own pressure on Moon’s commitment, North
Korea’s strategy was to gain leverage from within: to rally pro-North support in Moon'’s
key, and formerly apathetic to negative, constituency—youth—to force his prioritization
of an inter-Korean alliance. Any anti-North Korea opposition efforts by conservatives are
characterized as “not being able to read the minjung’s will” and “anti-nationalist,” effectively
framing any hesitance on the part of Moon as not responding to the public’s preference.
Hur suggests that Kim Jong-un’s strategy has been working well.
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On February 27, 2019 a three-way juxtaposition cast a spotlight on China’s mix of soft power
and sharp power and President Donald Trump’s conduct of U.S. values diplomacy or lack
thereof. The Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations issued its report on China’s
Confucius Institutes (more than 100) and Confucius Classrooms ( more than 500) in American
universities and schools; Michael Cohen testified before the House Oversight Committee on
the character and potential crimes of Trump; and Trump began what was to be an abortive
two-day summit with North Korean chairman Kim Jong-un in Hanoi with strong backing
from China’s president Xi Jinping. Unmistakable images were left with observers. China had
forsaken an opportunity for cultivating an appealing, soft power image as the custodian
of the legacy of Confucian values (champion of education, meritocracy, family values, and
hard work—ideals that had underscored the rise of “Confucian capitalism” across East Asia),
for an ideological agenda that gave rise to “pervasive, long-term initiatives against both
government critics at home and businesses and academic institutions abroad,” criticism
of which Chinese media blamed only on “either fear or ignorance of other cultures.”? If
the State Department had called them “China’s most powerful soft power platforms,”?
they were increasingly being seen as agents of censorship or propaganda as part of taking
advantage of open academic environments to steal sensitive research as well as to create
an atmosphere conducive to the exercise of sharp power. Meanwhile, Trump’s image, in
Cohen’s widely watched testimony and in his exoneration of Kim Jong-un from knowledge
of the unexplained murder of Otto Warmbier in North Korean custody, reinforced the view
of a “racist, con-man, and cheat” utterly uninterested in and incapable of standing for U.S.
values at home or abroad. Trump left Hanoi expressing his appreciation for Xi Jinping’s
important help in this diplomatic endeavor as his pursuit of redemption for this debacle
turned to an expected visit of Xi to Trump’s home at Mar-a-Lago for the mother of all trade
deals bereft of American values. In May, the situation grew gloomier as a Sino-U.S. tariff war
intensified against the background of North Korean missile launches and U.S. seizure of a
North Korean sanctions-busting ship.

An intensifying backlash against Xi Jinping’s makeover of China and Donald Trump’s
makeover of the United States has muddied thinking about the national identity struggle
recently building between the world’s top two powers. What was heralded as the “China
Dream,” benefitting from earlier touting of “harmonious” themes, became tarnished as the
“China nightmare” of stooping to any means to steal secrets and undermine other states.
The long-admired “beacon on the hill” had become sullied as the valueless and selfish
“America First” unable to champion democracy or even truth, which was dismissed as “fake
news.” The clash in national identities between the two dominant powers on opposite
sides of the Pacific is now taking an idiosyncratic form, which challenges us to separate
the essence of the struggle likely to be unavoidable for decades ahead from its specific
manifestations under the exceptional circumstances of today. Whereas Trump is seen
as sui generis, an anomaly that is unlikely to put U.S. values diplomacy at long-run risk, Xi
Jinping’s shift from soft power to sharp power appears more sustainable even if there is
reason to assume that another effort will be made to raise the profile of Chinese soft power
at some point.

When the Cold War intensified in the 1950s, the ideological battle lines were visible to all,
and over four decades they barely changed. As we prepare to enter the 2020s, however,
there still is confusion, given that differences over the Chinese and U.S. attitudes toward free
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markets have been blurred, that China insists it is not exporting an ideology, and that U.S.
clarifications of the meaning of the slogan, a “free and open Indo-Pacific” are still awaited.
Recently, however, the rhetoric of the Xi Jinping leadership has become more explicit,
and the competition between the United States and China has intensified in all arenas,
including over national identity themes. On the one side, sharp power is perceived to be
far overshadowing soft power as a foreign policy approach. On the other, values diplomacy
draws attention for its surprising absence. Today’s realities deserve close attention but
should not obscure the indications of what may lie ahead.

If 2017 was the year of mounting obsession with Russian sharp power, 2018 proved to
be the year of increasing attention to Chinese sharp power. As the focus expanded from
Russia to China, a similar set of questions was being asked: 1) how was sharp power
manifested? 2) what are the comparisons between Chinese and Russian sharp power?
and 3) what was the United States, cognizant of the experiences of other targets of sharp
power, doing in response? The suggested answers have pointed not only to developments
in Sino-U.S. relations, but also to some wider implications for the Indo-Pacific region of
an ever-deepening values confrontation. As many anticipate a prolonged struggle ahead
between the United States and China, steeped in different and clashing national identities,
the prospects for Chinese usage of sharp power and of U.S. effectiveness in the advance
of values diplomacy should be on people’s minds, but there has been a shift of attention
as Trump refused to acknowledge the blatant use of Russian sharp power on the minds
of many Americans, let alone to make Chinese sharp power his concern. In the absence
of such concern, others have raised alarm about China’s sharp power and warned that
Trump’s indifference to advancing U.S. values diplomacy is resulting in a dangerous vacuum.

In this chapter, | first define and review thinking about sharp power and values diplomacy,
then | discuss the impact of Xi Jinping and Donald Trump, and later | focus on how the
competition is likely to ensue after a backlash against their recent approaches gains
momentum. Adding more specificity about dimensions of national identity in contention, |
depict an ongoing struggle with parallels to the U.S.-Soviet struggle during the Cold War, as
well as some significant differences.

Sharp Power and Values Diplomacy

Sharp power is interference in internal affairs by stealth, planting agents of subversion,
stirring anxieties with misinformation and stolen emails, and targeting elections and
public opinion by means of deception. It has acquired entirely new dimensions by virtue
of social media and the use of foreign agents and their money to convey messages in new
ways. Christopher Walker and Jessica Ludwig contrast it to the benign attraction of soft
power, describing it as “malign and aggressive” and enabling “authoritarians to cut into
the fabric of a society, stoking and amplifying existing divisions.”* While both Moscow and
Beijing utilize sharp power to interfere in the politics and undermine the institutions of
democracies, they have what Laura Rosenberger and John Garnaut describe as different
long-term goals, strategic positions, methodologies, and capabilities, but shared interests
in weakening the liberal order.* Eroding the legitimacy of liberal democratic governments
as a means of internally bolstering their own illiberal systems of government, each seeks to
weaken U.S.-anchored alliances and security partnerships, which limit their reach in each’s
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purported sphere of influence. Each has an interest also in preventing foreign individuals,
organizations, and governments from criticizing and organizing against them. Defining
themselves as being under siege from a hostile world, with “Western liberalism” posing
the greatest threat, both work to repel foreign influence at home while engaging in
interference abroad.

Australians identify sharp power as means deemed “covert, corrupting, or coercive.” John
Fitzgerald explains, “The party’s influence operations in Australia have come to mimic,
on a modest scale, the propaganda echo chamber that party propaganda experts have
constructed for themselves in China... party functionaries have come to assume in foreign
jurisdictions many of the powers and privileges they take for granted under authoritarian
rule at home. In the case of Australia, they silence bad stories, doctor texts, and entice
institutions...to do the same.”> | drew on Fitzgerald’s article and three others to assert
that “[t]here was a shift in the intrusiveness of Chinese interference: on a limited scale
from the late 1990s, more actively from the late 2000s, and with unquestioned intensity
since Xi Jinping took the helm in 2012. This evolution reflects more clarity on an expansive
interpretation of how security is defined, encompassing anything that might diminish the
communist party’s ability to stay in power at home and abroad. It is marked by reorganizing
of the United Front activities, establishing talking points to boost core consciousness, and
mobilizing various layers of advocates to convey these points directly and indirectly. Also
important are organizational mechanisms to ensure strong support through the ministries
of education, culture, foreign affairs, and so on, to give rewards such as access for conformity
and active support. Along with boosters in China and among those sent out to represent
China, we find common patterns of identifying targets susceptible to being compromised,
even if that is a gradual process. Cultivating local and lower-level officials for their long-term
promise occurs alongside offering blandishments to retired politicians and high officials
who are vulnerable without their former staff.”®

Conscious that Russia has become the standard bearer in depictions of sharp power,
Rosenberger and Garnaut contrast China’s approach to Russian interference operations
aimed at causing chaos and destruction with scant concern for long-term global stability.
Putin’s objective is to weaken the current order to gain relative strength. In contrast, China’s
interference activities tend to be subtler and more methodical, with a longer time frame,
focusing on steadily cultivating relationships that can be exploited opportunistically in
accordance with clear strategic objectives. The two authors add that only China is working to
shape the future international system, drawing on a much more elaborate network of proxies
and front organizations engaged in United Front work for both undermining opponents and
supporting allies through manipulation, deception, and reward. Less obtrusive than how
Russia uses sharp power, China’s use leaves more room for the cultivation of soft power.

In the United States, Peter Mattis writes that the Chinese interference efforts can be
categorized as “shaping the context, controlling the Chinese diaspora, and targeting the
political core.” In the use of both Confucius Institutes and “dark” United Front funding
channels, the CCP plays a long-term game. It works hard to find common interests and to
cultivate relationships of dependency with mainstream partners, which can be leveraged
opportunistically. Drawing a comparison to Russia, Mattis concludes: “The best way to
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describe the differences between the two approaches is that the Chinese are human- or
relationship-centric.” He writes too that “use of overt propaganda, quasi-covert channels,
and covert activities to shape language, perceptions, and actions is remarkably coherent
and consistent over time. It involves an incremental process of eroding existing discursive
and political structures and steadily building new CCP-centric ones to take their place. For
China covers more ground than Russia, systematically cultivating the public discussion
in universities, in business communities, in ethnic Chinese communities, in media and
entertainment, as well in as politics and government. It operates by co-opting previously
independent media houses, establishing new ones, and using Chinese language social
media platforms such as WeChat to dominate digital distribution channels.””

“Crossing boundaries established by law and disrupting the normal flow of political or social
activity” is premised on making sure there is an absence of threats, not on the ability to
manage them by preempting threats and preventing their emergence. Security issues extend
to the domain of ideas—what people think could be potentially dangerous. Preemption
in the world of ideas creates an imperative for the party to alter the world in which it
operates—to shape how China and its current party-state are understood in the minds of
foreign elites. In December 2017, the 2014 counter-espionage law was clarified by defining
activities threatening national security apart from espionage as including “fabricating or
distorting facts, publishing or disseminating words or information that endanger state
security.” This is the message conveyed by Mattis in The Asan Forum.®

Given the priority on forging support for China’s policies and, even more, disrupting any
criticism of China, United Front targets are both opportunistic and strategic. The Chinese
diaspora is viewed as most amenable to doing China’s bidding. The business community
is scrutinized for other promising partners. A third target is the academic and think tank
community, expected to be critical in democratic societies, but subject to divisive actions
splitting it, given growing dependence on Chinese students abroad, and on visa approval
for widely desired travel to China. The media world, too, offers a chance to combat accusers
of Chinese shortcomings. The goals are not only negative, resisting sources of criticism, but
also positive, shaping a favorable image of China, and sometimes threatening, obtaining
intellectual property illicitly, engaging in espionage, and coopting strategic industries. One
prize sought when circumstances are favorable is to gain a political foothold in elections
and reshape policies in a desired direction such as stopping resistance to China’s actions in
the South China Sea. Former political leaders with continued clout are prime candidates for
lucrative positions likely to swing their voices in China’s favor and affect popular opinion.
United Front interventions accelerated under Xi.

Rosenberger and Garnaut observe that Beijing has begun to undertake Russian-style
information operations outside its borders—particularly in Taiwan, a testing ground for its
tactics. Weaknesses in democracies are exploited. A global retreat in democracy and an
erosion of support for democracy as the best form of government open vulnerabilities and
make populations less resistant to China’s tactics. In the United States, this includes hyper-
partisanship and growing polarization, racial tensions, wide economic disparities, and lax
regulations on foreign lobbying and political advertising. The implication in such analyses
is that such shortcomings domestically make the democracies more vulnerable, and, at the
same time, they undermine values diplomacy toward other states.’
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Democratic countries have proven to be vulnerable because their electoral and
communications processes can be hijacked by a determined adversary. Values diplomacy,
by contrast, is the spread of accurate or idealized information about the positive values of
one’s country. If done without overkill or a lot of hypocrisy, this can be referred to as “smart
power.” Failure to sustain a wave of democratic change after the 1990s led to rethinking
values diplomacy to make it more convincing through smart power. The backlash against
the Bush administration’s loss of global prestige and counterproductive use of values
diplomacy led Hillary Clinton to seek improvement in conveying the U.S. image; thus,
soft power was repackaged as smart power.? In great power relations, values diplomacy
long faced authoritarian barriers from the Iron Curtain and the Bamboo Curtain. Recently,
the flow of information has accelerated, but new countermeasures have complicated the
dissemination and effectiveness of even smart power in authoritarian states. Sharp power
has gained ground while smart power is abeyant, but a counterattack against the former
is gathering momentum along with revulsion against how the latter has been allowed to
lapse; a new balance can be anticipated should a backlash follow Trump’s values vacuum.

For the United States to project values effectively it should stand as a paragon of the ideals
long associated with it: democracy at full flowering, rule of law, checks and balances,
equality of opportunity, multi-culturalism and respect for diversity, etc. Trump has trashed
every one of the long-cherished ideals of his country, and he has done so on the backs of
a Congress increasingly inclined to repudiate these same principles. Meanwhile, he has
embraced world leaders who hold these principles in disrepute, while failing to reinforce
the identity bonds with allies and partners who endorse them. Rebuilding values diplomacy
starts with the presidency and Congress, leads to reaffirmation of the deepest bilateral and
multilateral bonds, and demands a values strategy.

China is increasingly accused of breaking the norms of international behavior to interfere
in the internal affairs of other countries for foreign policy objectives. It seeks to influence
their politics and to shape the flow of information about itself. In the shadow of intense U.S.
preoccupation with Russia’s use of sharp power, scrutiny of China’s use of it has intensified.
At the same time, concern has mounted that U.S. values diplomacy has lost direction
under Donald Trump. Instead of Washington vigorously presenting itself as a defender of
democracy and human rights, it has lost its luster because of both failure of leadership, and
failure to set an ennobling example. To the extent that the global community is anticipating
a deepening struggle between Washington and Beijing, it contrasts with the Cold War era,
when the U.S. stood firmly behind its principles and the Soviet Union had few mechanisms
to spread sharp power or anything like it. A contrast can be drawn with the intense Soviet-
U.S. clash of ideas in the 1950s-1980s and the still imminent Sino-U.S. clash, even as we
anticipate moving beyond Trump’s impact while Xi Jinping remains in power.

The Evolution of Xi Jinping’s Sharp Power

The roots of Xi Jinping’s approach to intellectual conformity at home and sharp power
abroad can be traced to: 1) the obsession with “rectification of names” in Confucian
thinking distorted by imperial defensiveness, 2) “thought reform” in communist thinking
exacerbated by Stalin’s paranoia and purge mentality and Mao’s preoccupation with cultural
cleansing, and 3) blame placed on Western “cultural imperialism” and Soviet ideological
vulnerability for Gorbachev’s wrecking of the communist movement and his country. That
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Deng’s reform and opening did not signify full-scale questioning of such premises could
be discerned in 1986-1987 with resumption of attacks on Khrushchev’s “thaw” in Soviet
literature, the ouster of Hu Yaobang accompanied by a crackdown on writings sympathetic
to “Asian values” that could pave the way to democracy, and the antipathy shown toward
Gorbachev’s “new thinking” well before it fueled the collapse of first the communist bloc
and then the Soviet Union.™ The lessons for China of Gorbachev’s “treason” were often
drummed into its citizens over the following two decades before Xi Jinping began his tenure
as party secretary in December 2012 by castigating the neglect of ideology in Moscow for
the disaster, warning that the same could occur in China. Equating these two exemplars
of communism and appealing to the legacy of Lenin and Stalin as well as Mao, Xi Jinping
prioritized an ideologically indoctrinated society over any manifestation of civil society.

The April 2013 set of instructions disseminated to party organizations, known as Document
No. 9, made cultural work the principal political task, requiring “intense struggle,” rather
than past passivity on matters of national identity in an effort to eradicate “false trends,”
a notion that predates Trump’s broadsides against “fake news.” The targets were strikingly
similar, although Xi’s agenda was more forthright. The norms of constitutional democracy
were attacked as bad because they undermined the will of the people as reflected in
their leadership. Any appeals to universal values or human rights were deemed to be
an assault on the leadership’s pursuit of national interests. The notion that political
leadership should defer to civil society is anathema, no more than a tool of the opposition
to counter the mobilization of supporters who convey the will of society directly without
such intermediaries, who in China are labeled “Western” and “anti-Chinese.” “Freedom of
the press” is likewise assumed to be a smokescreen for ideological indoctrination contrary
to relaying the official line beneficial to moving society forward. Apart from ideology, the
struggle is manifest in the treatment of history, in which the entire past is seen as prelude
to today’s unqualified success, denial of which is proof of erroneous thinking about the
past, or historical nihilism. The invisible hand of the market is damned as well, either
as neoliberalism aimed at undermining China’s economic system and social order or as
moves by vested interests who fail to defer to the leadership’s pursuit of the public good.*
Whether Xi is breaking with Deng’s “reform and opening” and denying its legacy or Trump
is discarding the Republican orthodoxy of Ronald Reagan’s attitudes toward domestic and
foreign policy, focus is put on one figure not beholden to his predecessors and worthy of
unchecked, prolonged rule.

Whereas the assumption behind much of Western thinking about China, even after the
harsh crackdown on demonstrators and dissidents in 1989, was that a rapidly modernizing
society is bound to relax its controls at home and lean toward integration with international
society—a reminder of the minority outlook on Soviet society under Khrushchev—Chinese
leaders had a different take on modernization theory and peaceful coexistence.'®* They were
persuaded that they would find ways, following the precedent set by Mao in the Yanan
rectification campaign, to socialize the Chinese people and condition them to submit to
Communist Party guidance. Xi, in October 2014, commemorated the Yanan model in a
forum on literature and art, which preceded increasingly draconian measures to quash
dissent and create a utopian mix of what John Garnaut calls “unity of language, knowledge,
thought and behavior.”** At the 19th Party Congress in 2017, Xi intensified his demands for
ideological purity and resistance to ideological subversion, refusing to permit political apathy
to become the springboard for “peaceful evolution.” Whether the danger was Western
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incitement, loss of will to resist as perceived in the Soviet Union, or decay associated with
the dynastic cycle, Xi found the answer in top-down struggle to maintain unity and resist
heterodox ideas. Domestic controls tightened, as external interventions spread. Garnaut
writes, “Xi has shown that the subversive promise of the internet can be inverted...It has
been packaged to travel with Chinese students, tourists, migrants and especially money. It
flows through the channels of the Chinese language internet, pushes into all the world’s
major media and cultural spaces and generally keeps pace with and even anticipates China’s
increasingly global interests.”**

Xi not only attacks constituencies he deems insufficiently loyal—ethnic minorities,
religious groups, journalists, human rights lawyers—he puts a heightened premium on
identity cohesion, launching campaigns against ideological themes such as democracy and
constitutional rule, historical themes associated with pre-communist and communist eras,
and vertical dimension themes such as civil society and foreign influence in China. With this
increased pressure for conformity at home came intensified United Front demands abroad.
Noteworthy targets have been Australia, New Zealand, and Canada—all democracies
open to outside penetration, all relatively vulnerable to economic pressure and lacking a
large population with corresponding international clout, and all with substantial Chinese
diasporas subject to mobilization by the United Front strategies available to China. Elements
of sharp power are amenable to usage in other types of countries, but the overall package
has been most clearly applied in these cases.

Prospects for the Renewal of Chinese
Soft Power and U.S. Values Diplomacy

Signs of how the soft power competition between the United States and China could readily
be distorted came from the Trump administration as well as from China. Karen Skinner,
director of policy planning at the State Department, argued that the Sino-U.S. competition,
is not like the Soviet-U.S. “fight within the Western family,” but is with a “non-Caucasian
power,” making it impervious to human rights principles. Max Boot warned that this is a
foreign policy extension of Trump’s nativism.!® As for the Chinese side, Xi Jinping on May 14,
2019 hosted the first conference on Dialogue of Asian Civilizations, indirectly attacking the
United States for “replacing other civilizations,” while positioning China as the champion of
cultural affinity.*”

China, at times, however, has conveyed an upbeat, soft power message. It minds its own
business, never interfering in the internal affairs of other countries. It relies on economic
ties, promising a win-win outcome. It prioritizes cooperation over competition in great
power relations and as a good neighbor. As the champion of developing countries, China
provides generous loans to build infrastructure and accelerate economic growth. It does
not impose its values or export any sort of ideology, abiding by a live and let live philosophy.
Relationships naturally are harmonious in light of these attitudes. Opportunities abound
for bilateral diplomacy with showcase projects funded and built by China, for financial ties
through the AlIB (Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank) founded and led by China, and for
becoming part of the mammoth infrastructure initiative known as the BRI (Belt and Road
Initative). This imagery is juxtaposed with clashing images of the ongoing U.S. foreign policy
approach: equality versus hegemony, quiet economic-centered cooperation versus brash,
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ideological and military-centered intrusiveness, and getting along with all others versus
divisive alliance-building to contain rivals or challengers and support hegemony.

Chinese sources took satisfaction in the 1990s and 2000s in differentiating China’s absence
of interference in the internal affairs of other countries, from U.S. interference not only
militarily but also through ideological pressure under the banners of democratization and
human rights. This message conveniently served China’s soft power, particularly at the time
of George W. Bush’s aggressive military behavior and intense advocacy of democratization.
Yet, bolder behavior could be discerned in the 2008 Olympic torch parades abroad,
in encouragement of the internet outrage toward South Korea in 2008-2009, and in
demonization of Japan from 2011 along with newfound assertiveness on regional hotspots
from the East China Sea to North Korea. The tone of Chinese writings was changing well
before Xi Jinping took command, undermining the soft power that had been accumulated.*®
Xi not only broadened China’s foreign profile with his economic and military initiatives,
he also put the struggle over ideas in the forefront, initially putting stress on controlling
thought at home but soon extending this approach to other states.

There is a strain of Chinese publications that prioritizes cooperation over competition with
the United States, that differentiates China’s support for the international community from
Russia’s antipathy to it, and that in 2018-2019 seeks agreements that calm tensions with
foreign countries. If it is doubtful in the censored atmosphere authors face that they can call
attention to the wounds self-inflicted by Xi’s administration due to internal oppression and
abuse of sharp power abroad, there is, at least, a starting point for refocusing on soft power
through international agreements.’ In these circumstances, we would not anticipate the
end of the ideological struggle with the U.S. and its allies, but a rechanneling of that with
clearer ground rules and more Chinese restraint. In insisting that it would not engage in
what it calls an ideological struggle reminiscent of the Cold War, China appears to show a
preference for soft power competition through national identities.

The ideological struggle during the Cold War was out in the open with Soviets open
about their communist ideals, however much they dissembled about the realities that
contradicted them, and with the U.S. side showcasing its values, which it came closer to
realizing from the 1960s even if the Nixon era witnessed a serious setback. Disinformation
was present, especially from highly censored Soviet sources, but it did little to undermine
the U.S. political system, while the values diplomacy of the U.S. was largely blocked by
the Iron Curtain. Eventually, information filtered into the Soviet Union, helping to create
an atmosphere favorable to acknowledgment of false information corrosive of the existing
system. While ineffectual Soviet disinformation had little impact on the U.S. system, U.S.
values diplomacy played a role in the transformation of its rival.

Yet, even before Trump took office, values diplomacy was failing to have the intended effect
in China or Russia. The explanation can be found both in the way each had reconstructed
national identity to make it more impervious and control contradictory information, and
in the self-inflicted damage to national identity taking place in the United States over an
extended period.

Defending the sanctity of democratic institutions and combatting China’s sharp power
are challenges on multiple fronts. Values diplomacy is bound to be precarious without a
solid foundation at home in defense of those very values. The United States has lost much
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of its soft power, as seen in international public opinion polls. The Bush war in Iraq on a
faulty pretext, the Republican decision to abandon bipartisanship in Congress in order to
damage the Obama administration, and the Trump election and reversal of U.S. policies
welcomed abroad, have all undercut U.S. soft power. Malfunctioning democratic elections
with unrestricted campaign contributions from unknown sources, voter suppression, and
other “dirty tricks,” have soiled the U.S. reputation too. For values diplomacy to be more
effective, the U.S. should tend to its own democracy, and it needs a president who appeals
to less base and self-serving impulses than is the case in 2019. Yet, a foundation remains
to do much better. A backlash can be discerned, much in contrast to the doubling down on
sharp power that continues in a more monolithic, censored state.

A second factor in values diplomacy is how the United States manages bilateral relations
with China since there is a strong dosage of triangularity in relations across East Asia. The
U.S. needs to be viewed as fair and seeking a positive outcome even when it is tough and
insistent on behavioral changes and reciprocity, shifting responsibility to China for failing to
find common ground matters in relations with Asian states prone to hedging and fearful of
the breakdown of stability that has enabled them to boost economic growth. This means
holding open the door for agreeing on shared values, but values diplomacy does not
demand going easy on exposing China’s misbehavior and disturbing values. In the case of
Chinese sharp power, a strategy to bring it fully into the open and to work with others in
a coalition of democracies and like-minded states is important. U.S. leaders should avoid
unilateralism that alienates its allies, xenophobia that makes Chinese in the United States
and in diasporas abroad racist targets, and hypocrisy exposing its own shortcomings to
comparisons that allow China to win in countering criticisms.

Trump demonized political opponents, the mainstream media, and individuals prominent
in opposing his power-grabbing agenda. He, too, had a vision of national identity inimical
to ethnic minorities and of historical changes leading to diversity and multiculturalism, thus
polarizing American society. His worldview extended to leaders abroad, especially of allied
countries, who did not fall in line with his demands, while excusing autocrats who committed
egregious human rights violations. Unlike Xi, he lacked control of many instruments of
bureaucracy while facing a robust civil society. Trump lacked any strategy to reach out to
other nations apart from tearing down multilateral institutions and encouraging those
abroad, especially in allied countries, to join in such deconstruction and anarchy. Curiously,
the very countries he targets are those with robust liberal institutions, heavily overlapping
with the targets of China or Russia’s sharp power.

Will There Be an Ideological Cold War between
China and the United States in the 2020s?

Three distinct approaches to interference in democratic countries can be distinguished. In
the Cold War era, communist propaganda and operations insisted that democratic ideals
were not being met, appealing for support for radical measures to establish a more perfect
union. Pointing to contradictions between the ideal and the actual, they could arouse anger.
Of course, there were more insidious measures too, such as disinformation campaigns. In
the case of recent Russian sharp power another approach can be detected: sowing chaos to
undermine trust in democracy itself. In between these two extremes, sharp power applied
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by China seeks to use democracy, where laws are weak and flaws in the system permit, to
infiltrate in order to realize some specific foreign policy and regime promotion aims. This is
not an attack on the democratic model per se, or a plan to press for changes in that model,
but an effort to use the flaws in that system in order to serve CCP long-term objectives. The
principal means used is not ideology to win over the disaffected, but diaspora ties to appeal
to national loyalties as well as money to capitalize on financial self-interest. Both coopting
the diaspora and enticing possible enablers, United Front work proceeds covertly and often
corruptly with elements of coercion sometimes present, such as in warnings about relatives
back in China. The tactics applied to Western companies can threaten their operations in
China or corrupt some of their officials in order to get them to enable Chinese policies and
even United Front operations in countries where they also are influential. Yet, these tactics
fall short of an ideological struggle since China has only recently shifted in the direction of
exporting its model of governance as the preferred alternative to the liberal model.

Confucian Institutes and classrooms are a form of soft power, spreading Chinese influence
in an overt manner. They promote a positive image of China, as expected. However, if they
are ensconced in an academic setting and play a role in undermining freedom of speech,
then they cross a line separating influence from interference. There are grey areas between
the two that create some fuzziness for observers. If laws and rules are left unclear, actions
may not be viewed as illegal or in violation of academic regulations. Corrupting and covert
behavior may not be illegal even if it is concerning. In some countries weak laws allowed
for such behavior, while in others weak enforcement vitiated the law’s intent. How Chinese
officials respond to the recent backlash against the Confucian Institutes will test if revival
of soft power is sought. There is a different image of Chinese history that could be invoked
as well as a more conciliatory image of working with the international community, not
attacking its values, that could win adherents.

On the U.S. side there are also reasons to avoid an ideological struggle. The content of
values diplomacy should be measured and not prone to extremism. During the Cold War
some critics of the Soviet Union lost sight in demonizing it and calling for the most drastic
types of response to the need to appeal to public opinion abroad, and to keep dialogue
going with those in the Soviet Union who were inclined, however secretly, to both reform
at home and better ties with the West. Similarly, the objective should not be to cut all
ties with the targets of criticism, but to find a path toward greater cooperation deemed
constructive. The U.S. should never be viewed as the country provoking a new cold war,
even if it may interpret China’s actions, at times, as leading in that direction and seek to
deter them and impose a price for them. Idealistic pursuit of peace and harmony when the
conditions do not warrant them is not the answer, but neither is rushing to confrontation.
Strategic thinking incorporating values should no longer be neglected.

Whereas since 2001 and especially with the rise of ISIS after the failure of the “Arab Spring”
and the U.S. obsession with Islamic terrorism, attention has centered on southwestern Asia,
some are saying that the number one long-term challenge to human rights is now China.
Given recent willingness in China to propagate the “China model,” this leads to calls to
expose the dark side of that supposed model, concentrating on its recent seamy record
as well as the underside of CCP history, which Chinese censorship is intent on concealing.
Such transparency is required, rather than silence in the face of the inevitable values clash,
aggravated by China’s use of sharp power.
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Three moves in late 2017 and 2018 contributed to a sharp deterioration in China’s image
abroad apart from the gathering response to its use of sharp power. First, Xi Jinping’s cult of
personality and decision to remove term limits as president aroused a backlash to growing
authoritarianism. Some refer to “digital totalitarianism” in light of controls such as facial
recognition spreading rapidly across China. Second, draconian controls have been imposed
in media and academic circles, removing even the semblance of freedom that had survived
earlier crackdowns. There is talk of a return to the “bamboo curtain,” parallel to the “iron
curtain” shielding the Soviet Union in Cold War times and symbolized by what is called the
“Great Firewall.” Finally, massive incarceration of Uyghurs and other Muslims in “reeducation
camps” are proving reminiscent of concentration camps as well as “brainwashing” once
associated with Maoist political campaigns and incarceration. Such self-inflicted loss of soft
power cannot be ignored by serious U.S. values diplomacy, exposing these abuses more
widely. Some are calling for a strong public information strategy to showcase Chinese
violations of basic human rights, not unlike the U.S. campaigns of the 1970s-1980s targeting
Soviet outrages. This seems inevitable in the current atmosphere.

Methods used to tighten control over thinking inside China are being transferred for use
abroad. Red lines are drawn, putting countries on notice of where they must not go if
they are to avoid bringing down China’s wrath. Efforts are made to manage news, blocking
negative coverage of China, and building positive stories. Whereas the most blatant
example of Russian use of sharp power was in the 2016 U.S. elections, for China it was in the
2017 Taiwan elections. Each state sought to enflame “us versus them” internal divisions, to
capitalize on grievances and biases, and to play on confused identities in order to weaken
national unity. Fake news spread on social media sought to undercut some identities while
cultivating others. Pretending to be part of one’s in-group, writers, who are paid for each
posting, take advantage of open media as well as divisions in a democratic society, with
digital disinformation. This is the Chinese challenge, which warrants a response.

Conclusion

The immediate challenge is not an ideological struggle between two antagonists, but the
threat of Chinese interference operations abroad—not soft power but sharp power. The
driver in sharp power operations is overseas United Front work, which is not confined to
just one specialized organization, but has become a far-reaching agenda for operatives,
for officials of many stripes, and for a far-flung apparatus of persons mobilized for select
activities. Distinct from influence activities that are familiar forms of public diplomacy,
interference is said to occur when activities are covert, corrupt, or coercive. They are not
new—after all in the Cold War era they occurred—but the tools for perpetrating them have
exponentially expanded, exploited in an unprecedented manner by China as well as Russia.
Confronting sharp power is necessary, but so too is boosting values diplomacy with an eye
to a long-term competition centered on soft power and hard power.

XiJinping, in line with communist tradition, has reinvigorated ideology, and, despite insisting
that his approach is transactional, Donald Trump is driven by ideology, steeped in right-
wing, U.S. tradition. Xi’s drive for control over thought traces back to imperial China and the
Cultural Revolution, while Trump’s nativist appeal is heir to pre-WWII America and the South
on the eve of the Civil Rights era. Both are a throwback to more exclusive notions of national
identity with a clearer ideology, a prouder history, a more closed civilizational outlook, and
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a simplistic view of international relations. Each is intolerant of dissent, with elements of
paranoia, while at the same time, disregarding soft power in an age of globalization. Clearly,
the resistance to Trump, at home and abroad, is intense, as many anticipate his ouster if
not by impeachment then by the electorate voting in 2020. Xi is secure in power, but he is
now facing challenges and could tilt back toward soft power abroad even if refusing to relax
draconian controls at home rather than doubling down on sharp power. But many doubt
that he would be so inclined, given China’s growing hard power and the insistence of such
unchallenged domestic control.

Whereas Russian sharp power has become associated with election interference and many
types of covert support for far-right political parties and others helpful in sowing chaos,
Chinese sharp power targets a much wider range of actors with longer term goals. In both
cases democracies are viewed as vulnerable, owing to weak rules or non-transparent
implementation of them. Lax enforcement and low awareness open the door to undercover
penetration. Each relies on disinformation, deliberately misleading news about both
their country and the object being targeted. Russia seeks to weaken other states, leaving
a vacuum and making it difficult to take firm state action on matters blocking Russian
ambitions. China concentrates on how to strengthen itself and to shape the world for its
further unfettered rise. China envisions partner states boosting economic ties and then
accepting CCP legitimacy and state policies, in this way coopting the political mainstream.
This will prove difficult if responses are vigorous, but it could proceed in tandem with new
emphasis on Chinese soft power opposed to values diplomacy.

Xi Jinping and Donald Trump have raised the profile of cultural confrontation well beyond
anything their predecessors attempted. Mostly maintaining Deng Xiaoping’s “lying
low” dictum, Hu Jintao showcased striving for a “harmonious world.” In contrast, Xi has
demonized Western values diplomacy while proclaiming the “China Dream” as a pathway
to national rejuvenation in opposition to the longstanding liberal international order. Trump
both denies George W. Bush’s obsession with exporting democracy and repudiates Barack
Obama’s stress on multilateralism. Instead, his “America First” agenda serves as an attack
against that same liberal international order, with culture as well as trade standing in the
forefront. Because Trump mostly excludes values from his confrontation with China and
Xi has until recently preferred to keep values in the background in foreign relations, some
might assume that the rising Sino-U.S. clash is almost exclusively about both trade and the
balance of power in Asia, when increasingly it exposes a deepening national identity gap.
Post-Trump we can anticipate this coming fully into the open.
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If we understand geopolitics as “representations of space” as well as “spatial practices,”
then the Indo-Pacific region can be understood as a newly emerging geopolitical hotspot
in which major powers are not only vying for the control of spaces, but also waging a war
of discourse on values and worldviews, reconstructing geographical spaces in their own
interest.! Discourse on a nation’s visions and strategies are increasingly employed as a soft
power instrument of foreign policy to persuade the international audience, both state and
non-state actors. Sharp power is gaining ground in this peculiar context of geopolitical
competition combined with the battle for values and ideas.

Chinaisatcenterstage in this geopolitics-cum-discourse game in the Indo-Pacific region. “We
should increase China’s soft power, give a good Chinese narrative and better communicate
China’s messages to the world,” Xi Jinping exhorted his comrades in 2014, underscoring
the importance of international discourse as a type of communicative soft power.? But
it is hard to distinguish sharp power from soft power solely in terms of the assets
employed, as both utilize similar assets. The differences between the two are revealed only
by looking into how those assets are mobilized in the real world. When actually put to use,
sharp power is often mingled with soft and hard power, easily stretching into the realm of
conventional security.

This chapter delves into how Beijing has been creatively capitalizing on a hybrid approach,
using both hard and sharp power in disseminating its message in narrative form. By
putting a special focus on Beijing’s strategic moves made against the backdrop of the U.S.
deployment of the Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) system to South Korea, |
examine the ways China combines its sharp and hard power in tackling security issues that
its leadership considers as serving “core national interests.” | also address South Korea’s
response to China’s sharp power offensive through the lens of inclusionary identity politics,
which underscores the need for constructing a shared identity based upon a common vision,
even on such critical issues as security. China’s sharp power certainly poses grave challenges
to the liberal international order, but what makes Beijing’s value-based offensive sharp-
edged is essentially not the discourse per se, but the methods it employs in propagating its
narrative. Amidst the contending blocs of values between liberalism and counter-liberalism,
South Korea, resorting to peace diplomacy as a non-great middle power, should play the
role of a reconciler to avoid the clash of values and ideas, if not civilizations. Below, | argue
that South Korea'’s peace diplomacy should be ultimately aimed at designing its diplomatic
trajectory of advancing counter-geopolitics in order to mitigate geopolitical competition in
the Indo-Pacific region.

Public Diplomacy with Chinese Characteristics,
Seeking Global “Blocization” of Values

After four decades of its remarkable rise, China is now clearly revealing its aspirations for
global preeminence by re-elevating itself to what its leaders see as its “historically rightful
place.” In an attempt to expand its geopolitical influence and fulfill its aspirations, Beijing
has been innovative in leveraging a combination of types of power to rewrite the terms
of trade, diplomacy, and security on its own terms, challenging the liberal international
order. Realizing its soft-power deficit, however, Chinese leadership has underlined in the
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last decade the need for enhancing soft power and public diplomacy. Since soft power was
explicitly referenced in national government policy for the first time at the 17th National
Congress of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in 2007, Beijing’s public diplomacy drive
has been accelerated under Xi Jinping, revealing some notable characteristics.3

First, the foci of public diplomacy have been moving away from assuaging the “China threat”
perceptions in the West and neighboring countries towards Chinese developmental model,
the CCP-ruled political system, and theories and values that support Chinese governance.
Unmistakably noticeable in today’s public diplomacy is not simply a representation of
a country’s national identity in its language, history, and culture, but also the ideas and
values for which a nation strives to stand in international society. Ideas and values are often
constructed as discourse and “strategic narratives.”* China’s strategic narratives, particularly
in the Xi Jinping era, appear to be composed of two elements: the vision of the “China
Dream” and traditional Chinese values focused on Confucianism. Overcoming the historical
injustice of the “century of humiliation” caused by Western imperialism and Japanese
militarism, by 2050 when China achieves its two centennial goals, China will have attained
a great power status as a global leader, thus realizing the dream of the “great rejuvenation
of the Chinese nation.” In his work report at the 19 National Congress of the CCP held in
October 2017 Xi declared that, while Mao attained China’s independence from colonialism
and Deng realized economic prosperity, he would make China strong again in a new era.’

At the same time, the CCP underscores traditional Confucian values. As Xi emphasized in
his speech at the international conference celebrating the 2,565™ birthday of Confucius,
Chinese traditional culture represented by Confucianism has provided stable values for
enhancing social solidarity and national identity.® The CCP considers the restoration of
traditional values integral to the “core socialist values” keeping Chinese people from being
contaminated by a corrupt Western liberal ideology. China’s global domination is justified
with the traditional notion of tianxia, or “all under heaven,” in which the world is ruled by
the Chinese emperor, around which all else revolves, and from where China would spread
harmony through its culture, language, and values—a Sinocentric empire that values order
over freedom, ethics over law, and elite governance over democracy and human rights.’

To propagate these narratives and values, Beijing deftly employs diverse power toolkits that
include not only soft, but also hard and sharp power. Sharp power refers to the ability to
affect others to obtain desired outcomes not through attraction, as in the case of soft power,
but through distraction and manipulation of information.® Often involved in the exertion of
sharp power are attempts by the government to guide, buy, or coerce political influence,
and control discussion of sensitive topics globally, typically through nontransparent and
questionable, if not outright illegal, means. Thus defined, however, hard power is often so
mingled with soft power in practice that differences between the two are blurred when
they are actually put to use. Their differences are revealed only by looking into “how” and
“with what intended purpose” sharp or soft power assets are employed and implemented
as shown in Table 1.
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Table 1: Sharp power vs. soft power: how and with what intended purposes
are power assets implemented?

How to implement assets of sharp or soft power

Transparent Non-transparent
(covert, coercive,
corrupt)
. Attraction Soft power Sharp power
With what . . .
Distraction (division, Sharp power Sharp power

intended purposes . .
manipulation)

Beijing is disseminating its discursive strategic narratives, which contain elements of illiberal
values and worldviews, in various areas of soft/sharp power assets, as illustrated in Table 2.°

Table 2: China’s public diplomacy in different areas of soft/sharp power assets

Areas of Activity Characteristics

Discourse/Narratives e “China Dream”
¢ Traditional Confucian values
e Sinocentric worldview

* Media offensive
Media o Utilizing local media companies through
buying-up and “borrowed boat” strategy

e Utilizing diaspora organizations/Chinese-
Diaspora language media and Chinese student and
scholar associations as both agent and target

¢ Confucius Institutes disseminating official views

Culture o Self-censorship

e Direct & indirect political pressure
e Economic incentives
Political pressures/cooptation e Self-censorship
* Encouraging Chinese compatriots’
political participation

In contrast to Russia, whose sharp power offensive focuses on undercutting the credibility
of the target country’s political and economic institutions and amplifying internal tensions
and discord in local communities, China’s sharp power is more concerned with justifying
the CCP’s uncontested grip on power and controlling discussions of sensitive issues abroad,
but its proposed alternative is more egocentric.!® When Xi Jinping contended at the 19t
National Party Congress that a “socialist system with Chinese characteristics” would be a
new choice for those developing countries that are seeking economic development and
independence simultaneously, he was effectively proposing the China model of party-
centered and state-led development and governance as an alternative to liberalism.
The tightening authoritarian grip at home, and particularly a phenomenal concentration
of power in the hands of the CCP and Xi Jinping, radiates outward into the international
realm, being expressed as assertiveness of behavior and sharpness of power. Xi has, in fact,
eliminated the dividing line between domestic and foreign policy. Now that the country is
exporting its political values and norms, China’s governance model is front and center in its
foreign policy making and implementation. Sensitive issues are nothing but grave challenges
to the CCP authorities and to Chinese sovereign integrity, which should be contained at any
cost both at home and abroad. Beijing relentlessly seeks to face down every effort, both
domestic and international, that is opposing the CCP.
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China recently has taken a comprehensive engagement approach toward developing
countries in Southeast Asia, Central Asia, South Asia, Africa, the Middle East, and Latin
America, under which political, economic, military and soft powers are combined.!! Until
the early 2000s, China eyed developing countries mostly as a source of raw materials and
as markets for Chinese manufactured goods. However, with Xi’s ascent to power, Beijing
embarked on a comprehensive approach with an emphasis on “major power diplomacy
with Chinese characteristics.” The approach is characterized by a combination of public
diplomacy with political, economic, and military cooperation in traditional diplomacy.
Together with summit diplomacy and diplomatic exchanges, for example, the International
Department of the Central Committee of the CCP provides education and training programs
for political parties of the developing countries. In the economic realm, the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI) seeks to create a new Sinocentric era of globalization using traditional tools
of Chinese statecraft as well as new types of economic incentives and debt-financing
arrangements, while in the military field, joint exercises, personnel exchanges, and Chinese
naval port visits are conducted together with public diplomacy.

China’s recent pattern of exercising power and influence upheld by its strategic narratives
and values, particularly when combined with Russia’s behavior, drives growing “blocization”
of values in the global arena. Since the end of World War Il, American value diplomacy has
been taking a major role in shaping the postwar international order, which is now facing
challenges from both within and outside liberal democracies. The rise of far-right nationalist
populism poses a grave challenge from within the liberalist group. Populism mushrooming
across the Atlantic is fundamentally attached to ethnic or racial nationalism, and even
pan-European civilizational identities are based on the differentiation between the Judeo-
Christian West and Islam identity, demonizing everything foreign including individuals as
well as political and economic establishments.’? In the U.S., the alt-right, proponents of
racist beliefs and policies, are fanning the flames of white supremacy and nationalism.
A right-wing populist wave sweeping through Eastern Europe started as a countervailing
response triggered by grievances about the liberalist transition that dominated their
political landscape since the 1990s. In Hungary and Poland, in particular, democracy is
morphing into an instrument of exclusion by denying the minority’s rights. The weakening,
or voluntary abdication, of American liberal international leadership under the Trump
administration accelerates the cleavages within the liberalist bloc itself.

Beijing and Moscow, in contrast, sharing statism and anti-liberalism, view the world order
shaped and dominated by the U.S. and its allies as unfair and unjust, and thus, see the
promotion of liberal democracy, such as a series of “color revolutions,” as a grave threat to
regime survival. Anti-hegemonism, anti-Americanism, and anti-liberalism provide common
goals for the two countries to forge a counter-liberalist coalition. They ardently advocate
democratization of international relations and the multipolar world order, in which
the views and interests of non-Western countries are “duly” taken care of. Seen in this
viewpoint, the recent rapprochement between Beijing and Moscow is more a “partnership
of consequence” founded on normative affinity of the two countries than a “partnership of
convenience” for pragmatic interests.*®

Counter-liberalist values shared by Beijing and Moscow have positive repercussions in
some non-Western countries. The BRICS countries—Brazil, India, and South Africa—are
concurring with Beijing and Moscow’s advocacy of anti-hegemony, a multipolar system,
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multilateralism, and the core Westphalian principles of state sovereignty and non-
interference in internal affairs. Their anti-liberalist discourse has considerable persuasive
power and attraction, i.e. soft power, for some developing countries and non-democratic
regimes. In this context, Vladimir Putin proposed, at the St. Petersburg Economic Forum in
June 2016, a comprehensive Eurasian Partnership that would include the Eurasian Economic
Union (EEU), China, India, Pakistan, Iran, Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS)
member states, and other interested countries and organizations. Moscow, in its advocacy
of the core traditional conservative values of family, nation, and Christianity (in the form of
the Russian Orthodox Church), also finds “natural allies” in the far-left and far-right political
parties and conservative forces that include think tanks, scholars and academic institutions,
fringe media, and the Catholic churches and NGOs in many European countries where
nationalist populism is making a striking advancement.

“Blocization” of values, unlike in the Cold War era, essentially builds on deleterious identity
politics, which is revealing exclusionary collective resentments based on national, ethnic,
religious, sectarian, and other primal identities and trumpeting anti-liberalist values. Value
“blocization” of today thus takes place in the form of scattered confrontations between
different national and primal identities, in contrast to the two clashing ideological blocs
consolidated in the Cold War era.

The THAAD Dispute: China’s Sharp
Power Manifested

Given the recent way China has been exercising power, its charm offensive could turn
into outright threat and pressure, combining hard, soft, and sharp power, whenever the
national interests the leadership considers to be “core” are at stake. The Seoul-Beijing
dispute on the deployment of the THAAD battery in South Korea demonstrates this pattern
of China’s foreign behavior toward neighboring countries, the relationship with which is
fundamentally asymmetrical in terms of hard power.

During the Park Geun-hye administration, the deployment of the THAAD battery pushed
the bilateral relationship of the two countries from their “unprecedented” nadir to the
bottomless pit. After Park took office in 2013, the year 2015 was among the highest points in
the South Korea-China relationship since diplomatic normalization in 1992: In March South
Korea joined the Asia Infrastructure Investment Bank (AlIB) initiated by China to finance
the BRI, and in September Park attended the Victory Day Parade in Beijing to celebrate
the 70t anniversary of victory over Japan in World War I, despite suspicious eyes in the
West. In December the South Korea-China Free Trade Agreement was ratified. The intimate
relationship between the two countries even aroused in policy circles in Japan and the
U.S. concern that Seoul was leaning toward Beijing and away from Washington. Seoul’s
expectations for Beijing’s positive role in resolving the North Korean nuclear issue were
heightened by the “unprecedentedly good relations” with China.

North Korea’s fourth nuclear test in January 2016 turned the atmosphere sour, however.
Park vainly tried to reach Xi Jinping on the phone. Beijing, to the disappointment of Seoul’s
wishful expectations, called for Seoul and Washington to calm down, asking for “cold-hearted
responses” to North Korean provocations and reiterating its three principles on Korean issues
(no nuclear weapons on the Korean Peninsula, peace and stability, and peaceful resolution
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of the North Korean nuclear issue). On February 7, a day after Pyongyang again conducted a
long-range ballistic missile test, the Ministry of National Defense of South Korea announced
that it would start official talks with the U.S. Department of Defense on the issue of the
THAAD deployment to South Korea, reversing the so-called “Three No’s” principle—no
request from, no consultation with the U.S., and, therefore, no decision on deployment.
Disappointed with China’s tepid attitude, South Korea announced jointly with the U.S., on
July 8, 2016, the decision to deploy the THAAD battery. In February 2017, Seongju in North
Gyeongsang Province, approximately 300 kilometers southeast of Seoul, was announced as
the site of deployment after North Korea launched four ballistic missiles that landed off the
Japanese coast. After the U.S. military began deploying the THAAD system to South Korea
on March 2017, the first THAAD launchers were declared operational in May. In September
all six launchers were deployed after North Korea’s sixth nuclear test.

Frustrated with Beijing’s reticence in the face of North Korea’s provocations, the Park Geun-
hye administration tightened pressure on North Korea by enhancing Seoul-Washington
security cooperation. Beijing expressed its concerns about the enhancement of trilateral
security cooperation between South Korea, the U.S., and Japan against North Korea as “a
small NATO in the Asia-Pacific.” The THAAD issue came to the surface, among the toughest
conflictual issues since the normalization of diplomatic relations. From 2016, China started
sanctioning South Korean entities on its soil in response to the deployment decision. There
are at least four notable points of attention revealed in China’s way of exerting pressure in
the THAAD case.

First, China imposed unofficial economic sanctions as a retaliatory measure against what it
perceives as an infringement on its “core interests.” South Korea was vulnerable because of
its economic dependence on China. Economic retaliation was partial and selective, however,
targeting South Korean companies and sectors which are active in Chinese markets or
susceptible to Chinese consumers, but not sectors such as semiconductors, punishment of
which could inflict pain on Chinese firms as well.

Lotte Goup, a South Korean family-run conglomerate that operates retail stores across the
region, was among the first to be bludgeoned by China’s retaliation for its supply of the
land for the THAAD installation in Seongju. Chinese regulators temporarily closed Lotte
stores in China for fire code and safety violations. Lotte eventually withdrew from China’s
distribution sector, suffering a loss of over 1 trillion won. But China’s punitive measures
were not confined to Lotte, spreading to other South Korean companies which have active
business in Chinese markets. There were also scattered efforts to implement a pop-culture
blockade, with South Korean television programs pulled from Chinese websites. Events
and concerts in China featuring South Korean music and TV stars were abruptly canceled.
In particular, China’s ban on group tourism to South Korea drastically cut the number of
Chinese tourists to South Korea almost in half by 2017.2 (Chinese tourists accounted for 8
million of the roughly 17 million people who visited South Korea in 2016.) China’s National
Tourism Administration was reported to have ordered travel agencies to stop all tour groups
and cruise ships by March 15, 2017, which was sporadically confirmed by some Chinese
travel agencies.” In a little more than a decade, China has gone from a minor player to the
most important country of origin for tourists across the Asia-Pacific region, with 129 million
making overseas trips in 2017. Due to its unique ability to control outbound tourists, China
can use tourism as a tool of pressure with few effective countermeasures.®
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Although there are no official statistics on South Korea’s overall economic loss caused by
Chinese economic sanctions, one study estimates it to reach 8.5 trillion won, or 0.5% of
South Korea’s GDP in 2017 alone—7.1 1 trillion for the tourist sector, 1.4 trillion for exports,
and 8.7 billion won for cultural losses.” It is quite obvious, though tricky to prove, that
economic retaliation is now Beijing’s oft-used political modus operandi, adopted to put it
in a stronger position in diplomatic relations, as evidenced by the way Beijing addressed
troubles with Japan, Norway, the Philippines, Mongolia, and Taiwan in the past. China’s use
of economic clout to bash its counterparts politically is an effective tactic partly because it is
such a veiled maneuver difficult to prove. In the THAAD case as well, the Chinese authorities
denied any official measures against South Korean products.

Second, China tried to exploit divided views on the THAAD deployment within South Korea
to its advantage. South Koreans have been divided over the issue since the announcement
of the deployment. According to a series of surveys by the Asan Institute for Policy Studies,
support for THAAD was highest in the immediate aftermath of North Korea’s fourth nuclear
test in February 2016, when 73.9% supported the American missile defense system.®®
However, the numbers continued to decline as the issue became politicized in the country.
Disapproval has increased from the lowest 20.7% in February 2016 to the highest 50.6% in
March 2017.

Conservative forces led by the then-ruling Saenuri Party argued that the THAAD deployment
was the right decision because it was an unavoidable self-defense measure to cope with the
North Korean nuclear and missile threats and a concrete sign of Washington’s unwavering
commitment to the South Korea-U.S. alliance. Meanwhile, progressive forces led by
opposition parties took a contrasting stance, calling for immediate reversal of the decision.
They argued that the THAAD system is of limited military utility and believed its deployment
would not only harm relations with China, South Korea’s vital economic partner, but also
pit China and Russia against South Korea while strengthening their ties with North Korea.
Opposition groups see the deployment of the THAAD system as a prelude to Seoul joining
a U.S.-led missile defense system, which could in turn revive a new Cold War structure in
Northeast Asia. This binary approach was evident in Korean public discourse, which labels
those who support THAAD as “pro-American,” and those who oppose it as “pro-Chinese.”*°

As the domestic division intensified and the THAAD issue became politicized in the midst
of the early presidential elections due to the impeachment of Park Geun-hye, China tried
to seize this opportunity to press South Korea to reverse the deployment decision. An
editorial of Global Times wrote, “Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi met with seven Korean
lawmakers from an opposition party over THAAD, and they have since been criticized back
in their country as ‘serving a big power’ and ‘selling out the national interest.””? China’s
retaliation appeared to target the intensifying division in South Korea, which eventually
would lead to reversal of the decision and drive a wedge between South Korea and the U.S.

Third, Beijing methodically and deliberately stoked Chinese nationalism as a means of
strengthening social cohesion in pressuring South Korea. The Chinese media heavily covered
the THAAD issue, contributing to the deterioration of public opinion against South Korea,
which in turn led to boycotts of South Korean products. There were circular effects mutually
reinforcing between unofficial sanctions, the media’s negative and aggressive coverage,
and Chinese public opinion. Global Times argued:



U 0 Kim: China's Sharp Power and South Korea's Peace Initiative 149

“The South Korean government has seriously underestimated China’s public
opinion against THAAD. Department stores in Seoul may be popular among
Chinese tourists. However, these tourists haven’t forgotten their identity.
Chinese people have a clear mind about the situation on the Korean Peninsula
and will not sacrifice national interest for Korean cosmetics if Seoul chooses
to side with the U.S.”%!

Xinhua News Agency wrote, “The right decision would be for Lotte to defer or reject the
deal...Lotte stands to lose Chinese customers and the Chinese market. That would be a
very large slice out of their business pie.”?? Even Chinese school children have reportedly
joined boycotts of Korean goods, chanting along with a teacher, “Lotte, leave China! Boycott
Korean goods! Protest THAAD! Love Chinal!”% According to over twenty opinion polls
conducted by Huangiu Online between February 2016 and November 2017, an absolute
majority of Chinese respondents approved China’s retaliatory measures for South Korea.?
In a February 2017 poll, 95% supported boycotts of not only Lotte goods, but also all South
Korean products. After the conclusion of the land swipe between Lotte and the government,
boycotts of South Korean products began to intermittently take place across the country.

Fourth, although the deployment decision was made jointly by South Korea and the U.S,,
China’s retaliation was exclusively targeted at South Korea. By doing so, China tried to
widen any divide between South Korea and the U.S. There is a fundamental difference in
the views on the deployment of THAAD between South Korea and China. Seoul, together
with Washington, insisted that the decision to deploy the THAAD battery was solely to
meet the defensive need against North Korean nuclear and missile threats, while China
sees the deployment from a strategic viewpoint in the competition with the U.S. What
concerns China is not a direct military threat from the THAAD battery in South Korea, but
the expansion of American containment of China through the enhancement of the South
Korea-U.S. alliance and trilateral security cooperation between the U.S., South Korea, and
Japan.? China’s foreign minister Wang Yi stated, “The THAAD system has far exceeded the
need for defense in the Korean Peninsula and will undermine the security interests of China
and Russia, shatter the regional strategic balance and trigger an arms race.”?® China sees
South Korea as the weakest point in the trilateral security relationship and may have hoped
that it could drive a wedge by creating an issue that would stir up anti-American sentiment in
South Korea or, optimally, that would produce an apparent defeat for the U.S. if China could
persuade South Korea not to deploy the system.?” If South Korea rolled back its decision to
deploy the THAAD system, it would likely shake the foundation of the alliance, eventually
weakening the military role of South Korea in U.S.-led containment efforts against China.

China’s pressure failed to attain its goal—the withdrawal of the THAAD battery from
South Korea—with mutual perceptions of South Koreans and Chinese only deteriorating.
A March 2017 public opinion survey shows that the favorability of China among South
Koreans dropped precipitously to a level (3.21 on a 1 to 10 scale) even below that of Japan
(3.33). South Koreans’ favorable stance toward China has declined sharply from its high of
5.46 in September 2015 when Park Geun-hye attended the military parade in Tiananmen
Square.”® The THAAD dispute revealed a discrepancy between Beijing’s rhetorical values
and its deeds, in which case, values stop functioning as soft power.? Despite China’s lofty
description of itself as a different kind of great power with noble intentions, China failed to
live up to its own standards. It utilized hard and sharp power, from economic leverage to
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political and public pressure, to try to influence the policy choices of South Korea. Beijing’s
often touted “principle of amity, sincerity, mutual benefit and inclusiveness” in its relations
with neighboring countries, as well as its emphasis on a “community of common destiny,”
turns out to be hollow when what its leadership considers “core interests” are at stake.

Beijing’s sharp diplomacy throughout the THAAD dispute indeed played a crucial role in
disillusioning South Korean people at large, and its intellectuals in particular, who, regardless
of their political inclination, had nourished an image of benign power from arising China. The
Seoul-Beijing relationship has had unstable moments for the past three decades since the
normalization, particularly whenever historical and territorial disputes broke out between
the two that appealed to nationalist sentiments, such as China’s Northeast Asia Project
and its territorial claim to leodo, a reef located 149 kilometers from the southernmost
South Korean island Marado. The THAAD dispute, however, revealed Beijing’s geopolitical
intention that goes far beyond parochial, nostalgic nationalism. Many South Koreans have
now come to recognize that Beijing’s expansive nationalism is combined with assertive
geopolitical aspirations to make China more threatening with its sharp-edged power.

Geopolitics, Divided National Identity,
and South Korea’s Peace Diplomacy

No doubt, a country’s foreign policy reflects its historical experience, culture, norms,
and values that constitute its national identity. Constructivists believe that self-defining
identity becomes a basis for choosing foreign policy goals and strategies, thereby shaping
national interest.>® National identity consists of diverse components that include a group
of essentialist elements such as ethnicity, language, and shared culture and history, and
ideational ones such as norms, values, and ideals. When values as an ideational component
of identity refer to abstract standards or principles of what is right and desirable, value
diplomacy can be defined as a country’s foreign policy to advocate, promote, and realize
specific values embedded in its national identity. Value diplomacy thus defined has multiple
dimensions, as shown in Table 3.

Table 3: Multiple dimensions of value diplomacy

National identity Foreign policy reflecting values ingrained in
national identity.

Cognitive frame Values in foreign policy serving as a cognitive
frame, through which actors construct social
reality from material reality.

Value diplomacy should go in parallel with

National role conception ;
concrete roles and practice.

When value diplomacy gains recognition and
Soft power acknowledgement in the international realm, it
could be a source of soft power.

Values could create