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The North Korean Nuclear
Crisis and Japanese Security

Christopher W. Hughes

The North Korean nuclear crisis is one of the most prominent security
issues in North-east Asia. North Korea represents a particularly thorny
security problem, in that it combines two potentially explosive issues:
confrontation on the Korean peninsula; and nuclear proliferation. The US
has identified North Korea — and, to a lesser extent, tension between China
and Taiwan in late 1995 and early 1996 — as the most immediate threat to
stability in the region. As a result, there has been much debate among US
policy-makers and those of its allies, South Korea and Japan, over how to
deal with the North Korean nuclear crisis.

This article examines the reaction of Japanese policy-makers to the
North Korean threat and clarifies much of the concern about, and criticism
of, Japan’s approach to this security issue. Japan’s perception of the threat
is more sophisticated than outside commentators often realise; its policy-
makers view the North Korean issue not simply as a military-security one,
but also as a political issue that affects the future of the US alliance and
domestic stability. In fact, for Japanese policy-makers the complex nature
of the North Korean security challenge marks the post-Cold War break-
down of the traditional lines of demarcation between issues of external and
internal security.

Investigation of the attitudes of Japanese policy-makers towards the
North Korean crisis demonstrates that much of the speculation about Ja-
pan’s nuclear option is unfounded. In addition, and contrary to some ana-
lysts’ arguments, Japan has not taken an exclusively reactive stance to-
wards events. It has been quietly proactive in its attempts to cooperate with
other powers and to develop its own policy options to deal with the North
Korean security problem.

Japan’s Reaction to North Korea’s Nuclear Programme

International concern about North Korea’s nuclear ambitions was aroused
by its obstruction of International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) inspec-
tions at its Yongbyon nuclear plant in the late 1980s, and increased follow-
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ing its decision to withdraw from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty
(NPT) in March 1993. North Korea has never openly declared a nuclear-
weapon production capability, nor has this been proved, but its deliberate
policy throughout 1993-94 was to play upon and deepen international fears
about its nuclear programme by refusing IAEA inspections. The North’s
policy, combined with its test firing of No-dong 1 ballistic missiles and
tough rhetoric against the US and South Korea, heightened military ten-
sions on the Korean peninsula, and created a perceived North Korean
nuclear threat to North-east Asian security. The death of the ‘Great Leader’
Kim Il Sung in July 1994 offered hopes of some change in Pyongyang’s
strategy; these seemed to be borne out by the conclusion of a nuclear
agreement between North Korea and the US in October 1994, Under this
‘Agreed Framework’, North Korea consented to freeze and dismantle its
nuclear programme and accept NPT safeguards in return for replacing its
existing nuclear reactors with light-water reactors. Light-water reactors are
not suited to the production of weapons-grade plutonium.!

But these hopes for a resolution of the nuclear issue — as with others in
the past — may prove short-lived. During talks with the US in June and late
1995 over the initiation of KEDO (the Korean Peninsula Energy Develop-
ment Organisation) — the multinational consortium charged with replacing
North Korea’s reactors, the North twice threatened to withdraw from the
1994 agreement, refusing to accept reactors constructed largely by South
Korea.? This issue was eventually settled by further talks with the US, and
on 16 December 1995 North Korea finally signed an agreement to begin
preparations for constructing the light-water reactors. North Korea’s sign-
ing of the KEDO agreement was accompanied, however, by the warning
that it would resume its nuclear programme if the other KEDO nations did
not fulfil their obligations.? The result of North Korea’s awkward attitude,
persistent uncertainty about the succession after Kim Il Sung, growing
signs of domestic instability in the North in early 1996 and the North
Korean Army’s violation of the armistice arrangements in the demilitarised
zone (DMZ) in April 1996 is that speculation about its nuclear intentions is
likely to continue for the foreseeable future.

Equally speculative is Japan’s reactions to these events. Japan is one of
the neighbouring powers most affected by potential instability on the Ko-
rean peninsula: it has often been the subject of direct threats from North
Korea, and it falls within range of North Korea’s No-dong 1 missiles. Some
observers have commented, some critically, on what they view as Tokyo’s
strange passivity and lack of reaction in the face of the North Korean threat.
They see Japan as having failed to take any real initiatives to resolve the
nuclear problem and as having fallen back on its traditional ‘reactive’
stance and reliance upon the US in international affairs.* For instance, the
then US Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security Affairs,
Joseph S. Nye, on visiting Japan in July 1995, appeared to be surprised by
its hesitancy over missile defence cooperation with the US: ‘If I were
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located where Japan is, with a neighbour like North Korea that is develop-
ing ballistic missiles ... I would certainly take TMD [Theater Missile
Defence] seriously’, he said.’

Another, more common body of opinion speculates that the emergence
of the North Korean nuclear threat could be the cause of, or even the pretext
for, Japan acquiring its own nuclear deterrent. These arguments can be
traced back to the 1960s and 1970s, when observers began to discuss the
possibility of Japan exercising its ‘nuclear option’ should the US security
system fail in North-east Asia.% Such views are manifested on the levels of
popular media, and academic and policy-making opinion both inside and
outside Japan.

The popular media outside Japan have been quick to interpret any move
by the Japanese government relating to military and civilian nuclear issues,
such as hesitation over renewal of the NPT and the decision to continue to
transport and reprocess plutonium, as preparation to revise or abandon its
non-nuclear defence stance.” Reports in the UK press in 1994 went so far as
to claim that Japan may already possess a nuclear weapon, and that its
civilian space programme HII rocket could be used as an inter-continental
ballistic missile (ICBM).? This type of wild speculation has not been helped
by comments from some Japanese academics hinting that Japan would need
to acquire nuclear weapons if threatened by North Korea, and the willing-
ness of some Western publications to report these comments.” Academic
opinion has been more sober in its assessment of Japan’s nuclear option.
But most analyses of the problems of post-Cold War nuclear proliferation
and Japan’s security policy refer to the possibility that Japan may have to
reconsider its non-nuclear policy, or at least its overall security strategy,
should a genuine North Korean threat materialise.'” In 1994, US Secretary
of Defense William Perry commented:

My concern is that a vigorous North Korean nuclear bomb program
with delivery systems might make temptations for countries like
Japan, South Korea and Taiwan to go ahead with a nuclear bomb
program irresistible."!

Perry’s remarks can be explained to some extent by a desire to ‘talk up’ the
North Korean threat and the possibility of Japan and other North-east Asian
states becoming nuclear-armed powers to persuade US domestic and Con-
gressional opinion that the US must remain engaged in the region and
strengthen its security relationship with Japan. At the same time, however,
the active diplomatic role that the Clinton administration has adopted in
trying to resolve the North Korean crisis demonstrates that it takes the
problems of North-east Asian nuclear proliferation seriously.

Japanese policy-makers, for their part, have strenuously denied any in-
tention to acquire nuclear weapons. Since 1993, Japanese prime ministers
from successive Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and coalition govern-
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ments have reaffirmed Japan’s three non-nuclear principles, and the then
Chief Cabinet Secretary, Masayoshi Takemura, even took the unusual step
of directly responding to the UK press reports mentioned above, stating in
February 1994 that ‘Japan’s nuclear option would only serve to undermine
the stability of the international circumstances surrounding the nation, such
an option would be detrimental to the national interests of peace and
prosperity’.!2

But even these public denials — along with the Japanese government’s
agreement in April 1995 to the indefinite extension of the NPT and its
strong condemnation of French and Chinese nuclear tests in 1995 and 1996
~ have not eliminated doubts about Japan’s future nuclear security policy.
Fifty years after the atomic bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Naga-
saki, there were still calls for Japan to settle the nuclear issue by taking the
lead in creating a non-proliferation zone in North-east Asia and by halting
its shipping and reprocessing of plutonium.'* It seems, therefore, that at
least as long as concerns exist about North Korea’s nuclear programme,
Japan’s own nuclear option will continue to be the subject of domestic and
international scrutiny.

Japanese Perceptions of the North Korean Threat

The Japanese policy-making community, consisting of prominent politi-
cians and officials from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Defense
Agency, shows little hesitation in identifying recent North Korean military
activity and its nuclear and missile programmes as potential threats to
security in the region. Historically, Japan has perceived any domination of
the Korean peninsula as a threat to Japan’s own security; since the Sato—
Nixon communiqué in 1969, Japan has acknowledged that the security of
South Korea is essential to its own.!* During the current nuclear crisis, all
the main political parties have united in condemning North Korea’s exploi-
tation of its ‘nuclear card’, even if they differ over the degree of sympathy
they express for its diplomatic and economic plight, and over how hardline
an approach should be taken to resolve the issue. The prime minister at the
time of North Korea’s withdrawal from the NPT, Kiichi Miyazawa, de-
scribed its action as a ‘great threat’ to Japan’s security. Morihiro Hosokawa
and Tsutomu Hata, coalition prime ministers between July 1993 and June
1994, also described North Korea’s nuclear programme as a security
threat.'” The Social Democratic Party (SDP), while attempting to maintain
its traditionally friendly ties with North Korea, has been willing both in
opposition and since 1993 (when it joined Hosokawa, Hata and then LDP
coalition governments), to criticise the North for its recalcitrance on the
issue of nuclear inspections.'® Official Japanese concern about North Korea
is also illustrated by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ 1995 Diplomatic
Bluebook and the Defense Agency’s 1995 White Paper, both of which
claim that North Korea’s military build-up is a source of instability for the
security of Japan and the whole Asia-Pacific region.!”
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The Military Security Threat _

Agreement on the existence of a potential threat from North Korea does not
necessarily mean that Japanese policy-makers agree amongst themselves or
with their US counterparts over the exact type of threat posed. The US
intelligence community has shown itself in the past to be divided over the
actual state of North Korea’s bomb programme, but some estimates have
claimed that North Korea has been in possession of sufficient plutonium for
one to two devices.'® In addition, some US policy-makers have suggested
that North Korea may be close to acquiring an effective delivery system
through its development of ballistic missiles. By the ‘reverse engineering’
of Scud missiles imported from the former Soviet Union, North Korea has
been able to produce a missile reputed to be capable of striking Japan. In
May 1993, North Korea test-fired its 1,000km-range No-dong 1 missile —
albeit not entirely successfully — in the Sea of Japan; the No-dong 2 missile
currently under development by North Korea may have an even greater
range."

Japanese opinion tends to be as divided as that in the US over the
existence of a North Korean bomb. Some prominent policy-makers, such as
former LDP Secretary-General and, since December 1995, leader of the
main opposition New Frontier Party (NFP), Ichiro Ozawa, have readily
accepted US estimates and have asserted that North Korea is close to
possessing a bomb.?" Ozawa, however, is not fully representative of policy-
making opinion (and may not necessarily have access to accurate informa-
tion) within LDP and coalition governments, and even within his own
opposition party, as he probably sees some advantage in using the North
Korean threat as a means to promote his own agenda for Japan’s assump-
tion of a more active, or ‘normal’, role in global security.?' In fact, up until
now, most policy-makers have been more cautious in their predictions
about North Korea’s bomb. In April 1994, the Vice Minister of the Japa-
nese Defense Agency, Shigeru Hatakeyama, stated that William Perry’s
estimate that North Korea had already acquired two bombs could not yet be
confirmed.?? Tsutomu Hata repeated this cautious line as Prime Minister in
June 1994. He declared his belief that North Korea did not have a bomb,
although he agreed that it was probably diverting material to manufacture
one.?

Policy-makers in Japan, then, seem to share the certainty of their US
counterparts that North Korea is attempting to produce a bomb, but are not
convinced that it has actually succeeded. Clearly, Japanese policy-makers
see a potential nuclear threat emerging over the long term if the North
Korean nuclear programme continues unchecked, but over the short term
they see no immediate or functioning military threat.

Japanese policy-makers also seem to doubt US evaluations of North
Korea’s missiles as viable delivery systems for a nuclear weapon. But the
Japanese defence community does take the missile threat seriously. As the
Defense Agency’s 1995 White Paper notes:
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In the event of North Korea succeeding in the development and

deployment of this [No-dong 1] missile, more than half of Japan

will be within its range. Furthermore, North Korea is believed to be

attempting to develop a missile with a range greater than the No-

dong-1. This missile, if completed by North Korea, could serve as a
- delivery system for weapons of mass destruction.?

The Defense Agency is referring here to the No-dong 2, and the greatest
fear of Japanese defence planners would be North Korea’s acquisition of a
credible nuclear strike force by marrying its No-dong 2 with a nuclear
warhead. But Japan’s strategists do not appear to view North Korea’s
existing missiles as having sufficient power and sophistication to constitute
a genuine threat yet. The Defense Agency pointed out in May 1994 that
North Korea could probably not combine its missiles with a nuclear war-
head, as any North Korean bomb in the early stages of development would
be too heavy a payload for the existing missile system.?

Where Japanese policy-makers do seem to be in agreement with US
threat evaluations, however, over the possibility of North Korea attacking
Japan with high-explosive or chemically armed missiles. The former Direc-
tor of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), James Woolsey, argued that
the No-dong 2 could carry not only nuclear, but also chemical and biological
warheads, and — as pointed out above — Japan takes the No-dong 2 missile
threat seriously.? North Korea reportedly possesses a considerable stockpile of
chemical weapons which it could probably deliver to Japan by missile.”” The
actual military effectiveness of chemical warheads, however, is believed to be
limited by their inaccuracy and dependence upon favourable environmental
conditions. It is estimated that, to create a chemical attack with the destructive
power of a Hiroshima-size nuclear bomb, 75 chemical-tipped weapons would
have to be detonated over the target area, something believed to be beyond the
technical capabilities of Scud-based missile systems like the No-dong 2.2

Consequently, North Korea’s missiles are at present incapable of func-
tioning as a strategic deterrent or as a tool of long-term military pressure on
Japan. However, as the Defense Agency’s 1995 defence review points out,
the most effective option open to North Korea might be to exploit these
missiles as terrorist weapons, similar to Iraq’s use of Scud missiles against
Saudi Arabia and Israel during the 1991 Gulf War.?’ Iraq chose to use, or
was only capable of using, high-explosive warheads; but these attacks,
combined with the perceived threat of chemical attack, were enough to give
it a weapon of terror. The physical and psychological vulnerability of Japan
to chemical attacks was shown by the sarin gas attack perpetrated by the
Aum Shinrikyo cult on the Tokyo subway in March 1995; the threat of
launching chemical and conventional warheads is likely to produce far
greater panic among the populations of Japanese cities. Hence, the North
Korean threat most immediately perceived by Japan may be a possible
chemical missile attack and the chaos that it would produce.



The North Korean Nuclear Crisis and Japanese Security m 85

The Political Security Threat

The terrorist threat, and North Korea’s potential for involving other powers
in its conflicts and for creating regional instability, are seen in Japan as the
main threats to Japanese security over both the short and long terms,.
Japanese policy-makers are aware that, in the event of hostilities on the
Korean peninsula, the nation’s security could be disrupted not only by
missile attacks, but also by a refugee crisis, and even — as the Defense
Agency has argued recently — by guerrilla incursions from North Korea into
Japan.* Just as important, Japanese policy-makers are also aware that
North Korea is threatening to disrupt Japan’s security by attempting to
derail the US security system in North-east Asia.

Throughout the current crisis, North Korea has confronted the US secu-
rity presence in and around the Korean peninsula in an attempt to restore its
strategic position against South Korea. Following the end of the Cold War,
the North’s strategic position was weakened by the loss of its security
guarantees from the USSR (and, less crucially, China), and by a corre-
sponding strengthening of the South’s position through its ‘northern’
policy and its establishment of friendly ties with Russia and China.?! In
adjusting to these new strategic realities, Pyongyang’s chief objective ap-
pears to have been to weaken and, if possible, reorientate the US security
system in North-east Asia in order to slow the South’s diplomatic advance
and to restore strategic balance on the peninsula. The regime is undermin-
ing the US security system and the US-South Korea alliance because these
are seen as the foundation of the South’s strategic and growing military
superiority and the main impediments to the North’s access to vital diplo-
matic and economic contacts. Hence North Korea has sought to detach the
US from its close relationship with South Korea by generating and deepening
splits in the alliance, and by trying to draw the US closer to North Korea. The
main tool of diplomatic and military leverage that the North has chosen to
implement this policy is its threatened development of nuclear weapons.*

North Korea has achieved some notable successes. Although the US
initially tried to avoid direct involvement in the nuclear crisis, the North
has been able to present the nuclear issue as one between itself and the US,
and it has skilfully exploited the divisions between the US and South Korea
over the best way to resolve it. The Clinton administration has remained
engaged and taken the lead in diplomatic initiatives to alleviate the crisis,
despite a difficult negotiating mandate that gives no certainty that North
Korea is prepared to abandon its most effective bargaining tool and means
of regime legitimisation. The US has also been unable to impose economic
sanctions, largely because of Chinese and Japanese opposition, and it has
had to rule out military action both because North Korea’s nuclear and
missile sites are well-protected, and to avoid provoking war on the Korean
peninsula. All these factors have made it difficult for the US to take a
consistent policy line and to maintain an image of implacability. The result
has been to encourage North Korea further in its nuclear policy.
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In the early stages of the crisis, the US government made contradictory
policy statements concerning the urgency of preventing North Korea’s rise
as a nuclear power, and seemed to be manipulated by the North’s strategy.
In talks with the US, North Korea has extracted a series of concessions,
enabling it to prolong the crisis without paying much of a price in return.
The most important example of this is the October 1994 ‘Agreed Frame-
work’ designed to resolve the nuclear issue. The agreement provides North
Korea with nuclear technology and energy supplies estimated to cost $4
billion in total over a five-year period and has enabled North Korea to
initiate economic ties with the US. However, the agreement only requires
North Korea to freeze its nuclear programme in the interim period between
signing the agreement and starting to dismantle the North’s existing nu-
clear reactors. A starting date for dismantlement has been set provisionally
for 2003, but this is dependent upon the smooth completion of the light-
water reactors. North Korea could threaten to restart its nuclear programme
during this interim period and to extract more concessions, as it appeared to
do in June 1994. The nuclear issue has therefore not been fully resolved by
the October 1994 ‘Agreed Framework’ negotiated by the US.

The Clinton administration’s propensity to make concessions can be
explained to some degree as inevitable, but it has also conveyed the impres-
sion of US weakness and drawn criticism from some in Congress who see it
as a submission to North Korean brinkmanship. Much of this criticism can
be dismissed as partisan politics, but it has been echoed throughout South
Korea, where criticism of US policy on North Korea has ramifications for
the future of the US security system on the peninsula and in North-east
Asia. During the crisis, the US has been careful to involve South Korea in
the negotiating process and to reaffirm its military guarantees to the South,
but this has not been sufficient to prevent private and public policy splits
between the US and its ally. In the process of negotiation with North Korea,
the US has at times made larger concessions than South Korean policy-
makers feel comfortable with. Some South Koreans fear that their country
could be side-lined in negotiations or, even worse, that the US could
establish diplomatic ties with the North before North-South dialogue has
resumed.** South Korea’s policy-makers were reasonably content with the
October 1994 ‘Agreed Framework’, as it gave them a large stake in the
North’s economic future through their contribution to financing and con-
structing the new reactors. But there were also fears that the US had made
too many concessions without consulting the South, that there were insuffi-
cient measures to ensure the North’s compliance with the agreement, and
that the US was using its diplomatic role to establish an economic bridge-
head in the North and a headstart over South Korean competitors.* These
fears of competition with the US in the North, in conjunction with a new
bout of trade friction between the two countries in mid-1995, have shaken
the South’s confidence in the US bilateral relationship and revived doubts
about the US commitment to South Korea. Such doubts have existed since
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former President Jimmy Carter’s announcement of the planned withdrawal
of US ground troops from South Korea in 1978. The US moved to allay
South Korean concerns in April 1996, when President Bill Clinton asserted
that Washington would not negotiate directly with North Korea concerning
a permanent peace treaty. Instead, the President proposed four-way peace
talks involving the US, South Korea, China and North Korea.

Weaknesses in the alliance should not be exaggerated, and South Korea
has long been preparing for the ‘Koreanisation’ of its own defence as the
US military presence gradually decreases. It is clear, though, that North
Korea’s strategy to divide the US and South Korea and to shake confidence
in the US security system has succeeded. Moreover, North Korea has
shown that it has escaped the controls of the US-South Korea security
system and is now free to continue to disrupt regional security relations and
even to strengthen its own strategic position.

North Korea’s success in weakening and sapping confidence in the US
security system on the Korean peninsula has implications for Japan’s secu-
rity. During the Cold War, Japan relied on the US security relationship with
South Korea to help maintain stability on the peninsula, and on its own
security relationship with the US to ensure its security against the wider
threats from the USSR and China. But now Japanese policy-makers are
aware that confidence in the US security system in and around Japan itself
may be further undermined. This process has already been set in motion by
trade friction between the US and Japan, and calls from within the US for
retrenchment in defence expenditure and strategic commitments. However,
the unspoken fear of some Japanese diplomats and politicians for many
years has been that domestic political pressure within the US could lead to
its neglect of, or total withdrawal from, security commitments in Asia.
Many of these fears are unfounded, and the Pentagon’s February 1995
report, United States Security Strategy for the East Asia-Pacific Region,
confirmed that the US would keep at least 100,000 troops stationed in
Asia.’® But the continuing concern of many Japanese policy-makers is that
US difficulties in dealing with North Korea will deter it from taking an
active role in future Asian security problems or problems connected di-
rectly with Japan’s security.’* These concerns were compounded in late
1995 as the US-Japan alliance was further strained by calls in Japan for US
troop and base reductions in Okinawa, and President Clinton’s cancellation of
his visit to Japan and the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) summit
in Osaka in November. While both the US and Japanese administrations have
acted to deal with the Okinawa base problem by pledging to consolidate and
relocate some of the bases, the anxiety is that the most intense controversy over
the presence of US forces in Japan since the 1960s will undermine domestic
support for the alliance in both countries and endanger its future.

Hence North Korea’s success in regaining its freedom of political, diplo-
matic and military manoeuvre through exploiting the nuclear issue threat-
ens to have a major effect on Japan’s own security arrangements. The main
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North Korean threat for Japan at present is thus not necessarily a nuclear
one — a military security threat that can probably be dismissed over the
short term because of the technological shortcomings of North Korea’s
nuclear programme and existing guarantees of security from the US.
Rather, the main security threat is a political one. North Korea might be
able to disrupt the US security system in the region over the long term and
erode Japanese belief in security guarantees. With Japan uncertain about its
political and security relations with the US, a North Korean nuclear weapon
could become a genuine threat to military security.?’

Japanese Policy Towards the Crisis

Japan’s. approach towards the nuclear crisis has been conditioned by its
knowledge of the destructive effect that North Korean pressure may be
exerting on the US security system in North-east Asia. Thus, on the one
hand, Japan has taken steps to try to shore up and revitalise the security
system in the face of the North Korean threat through close diplomatic and
military cooperation with the US. On the other hand, the growing aware-
ness that the US security system may not always be capable of meeting
Japanese security demands has led it to lay the basis for a supplementary
security system. In following both approaches Japan seems to be moving
away from its traditionally reactive stance.

US—Japan Cooperation

Since the beginning of the crisis, Japanese policy-makers have tried to
adhere as closely as possible to the US strategy for dealing with North
Korea. This strategy involves a mixture of coercion and persuasion, and is
based upon, first, attempts to use China to pressure North Korea; and,
second, close diplomatic cooperation with South Korea and Japan on the
use of economic incentives and sanctions. Japan has been in agreement
with, and an active participant in, the US policy of trying to involve China
in resolving the nuclear issue. China is North Korea’s last remaining ally,
and, from the beginning of the crisis, the Japanese Ministry of Foreign
Affairs envisaged China playing a settokuyaku (persuader) role.*® As a
result, most of Japan’s diplomatic initiatives have been directed at trying to
bring China into line with US policy on North Korea. In 1993, Prime
Minister Hosokawa described China as the most ‘influential body’ in the
dispute with North Korea, and stated in 1994 that, ‘the role which China
can play is very great. We are expecting it to continue to pressure North
Korea’.?* Periodic Sino-Japanese talks indicate Japan’s faith in China’s
ability to defuse the crisis. The foreign ministers of Japan and China have
held frequent talks on the issue, and one of the main points for discussion
during Hosokawa’s visit to China in March 1994 was China’s attitude
towards sanctions.* In the North Korean crisis, therefore, Japan finally
seems to have found its long-hoped-for watishiyaku (bridging) role by
acting as an intermediary between China and the US.
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Japan has also made efforts to coordinate its policy closely with South
Korea and within the framework of the US security system. Japan and
South Korea held talks on the North Korean problem in November 1993
and in March, April, June and July 1994; the frequency of prime-ministe-
rial-level talks between the two countries seems to have increased in re-
sponse to the crisis.*! Japan also participated in trilateral talks on nuclear
policy with South Korea and the US in June and November 1994 4

Japan’s support for the US policy line has also been demonstrated by its
readiness to offer or deny financial incentives to North Korea in order to
persuade it to abandon its nuclear programme. Since 1991, Japan has made
North Korea’s compliance on nuclear inspections an essential condition for
resuming normalisation talks, and thus the North’s access to possible com-
pensation for colonial rule and badly needed Japanese aid and investment.*?
Moreover, during the January 1995 US—Japan summit, then Prime Minister
Tomiichi Murayama pledged that Japan would play a ‘significant financial
role’ in the conversion of North Korea’s reactors. In March 1995, Japan
was a signatory to the KEDO Treaty.*

On the issue of sanctions, successive Japanese governments have, at
least publicly, professed support for the US strategy, and stated that they
are willing to follow the US lead in enforcing sanctions if negotiations fail
to resolve the dispute. The US had long considered sanctions as a possible
means by which to pressure North Korea, but it was only during the period
of greatest tension in mid-1994 that the US began to step up efforts to
impose them through the UN. The draft plan the US put forward in June
1994 proposed that sanctions be applied in incremental stages unless North
Korea made progress on nuclear inspections. The first stage was to be the
cessation of all economic and technical assistance; the second stage called
for the halting of all remittances and scheduled flights to North Korea. If
the first two stages proved unsuccessful, then a third stage, involving the
interception and blockade of all North Korean shipping, was to be imposed.*

All three stages would have required Japan’s active participation, and
the US attempted to build support for sanctions among the Japanese de-
fence community. William Perry, visiting Japan in April 1994, discussed
Japanese support for the US interdiction of North Korean shipping with
officials, and, in the same month, both the Japanese Defense Agency and
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs concluded that it would not be unconstitutional
for Japan to provide logistical support for a US blockade.*s Japanese policy-
makers also accepted the sanctions option in principle, provided that these
were imposed through the UN and that Japan could act ‘within the framework
of the Constitution’.”” By June 1994, as the imposition of sanctions became
increasingly likely, the Hata government, backed by the pro-sanctions Ichiro
Ozawa, had tentatively agreed that Japan would support sanctions if imposed.**

The second stage of the June 1994 sanctions plan would have involved
the Japanese government interrupting the annual ¥60bn flow of remittances
to North Korea from the 230,000 North Korean descendants resident in
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Japan. These funds are North Korea’s main source of foreign exchange, and
it is believed that their cessation could cause the North Korean economy —
already heavily dependent upon barter with Russia and China for many key
commodities such as oil — to collapse. Under pressure from the US, the
Japanese government started internal discussions in late 1993 on how to
impose economic sanctions and cut the financial links between the Chosen
Soren (General Association of Korean Residents in Japan) and North Ko-
rea.” The report from these discussions was leaked to the Japanese press in
mid-1994. It revealed that representatives from various government minis-
tries had considered measures to stop flows of people, trade and bank
remittances to North Korea by air and sea. The report concluded that it
would be difficult to cut the economic links between the Chosen Soren and
North Korea completely, as they were likely to be diverted through a third
country.” Nevertheless, the Japanese government seems to have tested the
effect of halting remittances from banks. In May 1994, the Ashikaga Bank
in Tokyo, which serves as the main agent for dollar remittances to North
Korea, abruptly ceased all dollar-based transactions with North Korea.’'
Although the Bank and the Ministry of Finance issued denials at the time, it
appeared to have been an attempt to start tightening financial controls on
remittances in preparation for full-scale sanctions.

Japanese efforts to strengthen the US security system in North-east Asia
have enhanced Japan-US military cooperation. The most important so far
in this regard is an initiation for TMD cooperation.

The TMD initiative is based on joint development efforts in Strategic
Defense Initiative (SDI) technology already executed by US and Japanese
companies since the late 1980s. It was given added impetus by the 1991
Gulf War, which demonstrated the limitations of the Patriot missile system
as an anti-missile defence, and the new threats of missile proliferation in
the Asia-Pacific. Discussions between US and Japanese defence planners on an
anti-missile system to counter the North Korean threat began in October 1993,
with the visit of Japan’s Defense Agency Director to Washington for talks.
This was followed by a visit by Les Aspin, then US Secretary of Defense, to
Tokyo the same month.*? In June 1994, the US made its specific proposals on
technology-sharing with Japan; a further round of talks was held in July 1995.53

Missile-defence systems are no substitute for non-proliferation regimes,
but some commentators are optimistic that the TMD initiative will provide
Japan with a way of countering the North Korean missile threat.>* Others
see the TMD initiative as a means by which to strengthen the US alliance.
As Ryuichi Imai, former Japanese Ambassador to the Geneva Convention
on Disarmament, states:

The new direction of US—Japan security cooperation may be found
in the preparation of technical and other options to defend against
regional conflict involving a small number of medium-range nu-
clear missiles.*
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Internal Political and Security Problems

Japan’s cooperation with the US in its diplomacy with North Korea and
China, and in sanctions and the TMD initiative, would seem to offer hope
of revitalising the US security system. Indeed, some US and Japanese
defence planners are attempting to make the North Korean threat the basis
for the legitimisation and continuance of the US security commitment in
Japan and the Asia-Pacific. In the absence of a clear-cut security threat in
the Asia-Pacific, and with a reluctance to identify China directly as the
future destabilising force in the region, the strategy predicates the US
presence in North-east Asia largely upon the need to counter the North
Korean threat.**In turn, Japan’s new National Defense Programme Outline
(Shinboei Taiko), announced in late 1995, identifies the North Korean
threat as one rationale for the US military presence in Japan and for
strengthening the alliance.’” Futhermore, as part of a package of conces-
sions made to the US in return for the reduction of the number of its bases
in Okinawa, timed to coincide with President Clinton’s rescheduled visit in
April 1996, Japan agreed to review the ‘Guidelines for Japan—-US Defence
Cooperation’ in order to provide greater logistical support for the US in the
event of a ‘crisis’ in the Far East. US Secretary of Defense Perry made it
clear that one of the most likely crisis scenarios would involve US troops
on the Korean peninsula.’®

However, it may also be the case that Japan’s participation in these joint
policies with the US has actually served to make the deficiencies of the US
security system more apparent to Japanese policy-makers. It has encour-
aged them to search for policies which can supplement the US security
system, or compensate for its weaknesses in dealing with the North Korean
security challenge. Cooperation in the TMD initiative and plans for eco-
nomic sanctions have highlighted the possible negative effects that too
close a dependence on US policy could have upon Japan’s security.

The problems of cost and technology transfer involved in the TMD
project might conceivably add to the US—Japan alliance’s problems. Inde-
pendent Japanese defence strategists question the feasibility of TMD and
point to its huge development costs — estimated by the leading Japanese
daily newspaper Asahi Shimbun at $10.2bn over a five-year period.>® There
is also a suspicion that the US may be using the TMD plan as a means of
preventing Japan from developing its own missile-defence system and of
tying Japan into its defence strategy through technological linkages. Fur-
thermore, the continuing difficulties of the joint development by the US
and Japan of the FS-X fighter aircraft illustrate the problems that are
inherent in technology transfer, and suggest that the TMD project could be
plagued by the same difficulties.®® In part, these problems explain why the
Japanese government has been less enthusiastic than the US Department of
Defense would have wished in participating in the TMD project.5!

It is participation in US-sponsored sanctions, though, which has demon-
strated to Japanese policy-makers the problems of relying on the US in
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dealing with the North Korean threat, by raising questions about domestic
stability and internal security. In 1994, the Hosokawa and Hata govern-
ments were able to assure the US that Japan would join sanctions, but only
after considerable internal political debate, and moves by Ichiro Ozawa to
force the SDP into line with coalition policy. However, the domestic con-
sensus was impossible to maintain, and the sanctions issue seems to have
been a factor in the SDP’s defection from, and the subsequent collapse of,
the Hata coalition government in June 1994.%2 The successor SDP-LDP
coalition government, under the premiership of the SDP’s Tomiichi
Murayama, and then the LDP’s Ryutaro Hashimoto, has maintained Ja-
pan’s public support for sanctions, and Japan’s Self-Defense Forces are
reported to have held joint exercises with the US in November 1995 de-
signed to practise the interdiction of shipping in the event of sanctions
against North Korea.®® But whether it would be able to carry out these
policies is doubtful given the SDP’s traditionally friendly ties with North
Korea, and the long-held ambition of certain factions within the LDP to
normalise relations with North Korea as a way of re-establishing strategic
balance on the peninsula.®

If Japan’s adherence to US policy has been problematic in terms of
domestic political stability, then it has also posed special difficulties in
terms of internal security.

The fear among certain policy-makers has been that the imposition of
sanctions would lead to a backlash from the North Korean community in
Japan. This backlash could come in the form of exerting financial influence
over Japanese political parties through their links to organised crime, pro-
moting civil disorder, or possibly even terrorism.® The secret report on the
imposition of sanctions discussed above makes clear that the Japanese
government takes these threats seriously. The report predicted that, in the
event of sanctions, a fierce reaction could be expected from the Chosen
Soren, with large protests at Japanese government buildings, the US em-
bassy, and US military installations. In addition, there was the possibility
of violence directed at the police by certain sections of the Chosen Soren,
"and conflict between the North Korean community and right-wing extrem-
ist Japanese organisations.®

The report also raises the threat of terrorism in the event of US bases in
Japan being used for military action against North Korea. It states that
terrorism could be directed by North Korea itself, dispatched through the
special operatives, or through the agency of Koreans resident in Japan and
international terrorist organisations. The Japanese authorities are aware
that North Korea has long had links with terrorist groups in Japan, and the
" report points out that, for North Korea to intensify its activities in this area
‘would be comparatively easy given the state of public order and Japanese
society’s limited experience of terrorist threat up until now. These activi-
ties are likely to result in serious human and physical damage, and could

destabilise society’.%
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By mid-1994, as the likelihood of imposing sanctions increased, the
report’s predictions looked as if they could be realised. Relations between
the Japanese authorities and the Chosen Soren grew especially tense. Japa-
nese police raided two companies believed to be used by the Chosen Soren
as fronts for exporting equipment to North Korea for its missile pro-
grammes.® Chosen Soren members also clashed in street protests with the
police as they entered the organisation’s headquarters in Kyoto and Osaka
in May and June 1994, with the ostensible purpose of investigating viola-
tions of land-use laws. The second incident was reported by the pro-North
Korean press in Japan as involving 1,300 riot police.” While this number is
probably exaggerated, the Japanese government’s commitment of large
numbers of police demonstrates that it was putting considerable pressure on
the Japanese North Korean community in 1994, and that it was aware of the
domestic security risks involved.

It is clear that Japan’s reliance on the US security relationship poses
special problems for its security, which are not often recognised by outside
observers. For Japan, as for South Korea, the North Korean issue has
implications for both political stability and internal security. The North
Korean nuclear issue has exceeded the traditional bounds of military and
external security, and intruded into the areas of domestic politics, public
order and security. Over the short term, Japan has had little option but to
rely on the US during the crisis. Over the long term, however, if the crisis is
not resolved and the North Korean nuclear threat grows, then Japanese
policy-makers will need to find new policy options to meet both external
and internal security threats.

Japanese Diplomacy in North Korea and China to Resolve the Crisis

Evidence suggests that Japanese policy-makers are already proactively
looking for new security options. Their efforts lie in two main areas. As
mentioned above, since 1989, Japan has been seeking to normalise rela-
tions with North Korea, but this process has been frustrated by the nuclear-
inspections issue. Following the October 1994 ‘Agreed Framework’, how-
ever, Japan appears keen to pursue normalisation talks. In March 1995, a
joint SDP-LDP delegation visited North Korea for talks on resuming the
normalisation process. Technically, the visit was a non-governmental one
as the SDP and LDP members went only as representatives of their respec-
tive political parties, and not as representatives of the coalition govern-
ment. In reality it was a means for the government to test North Korea’s
willingness to restart normalisation talks, and the visit was welcomed by
the then Japanese Foreign Minister, Yohei Kono, with the statement that
Japan would soon be ready to resume talks.” Japan has also been advancing
relations with the North by its agreement in June 1995 to supply North
Korea with 300,000 tons of rice aid in two installments.” North Korea
requested food aid from the US, South Korea and Japan after floods in late
1995 devastated much of its rice harvest. The United Nations World Food
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Programme has estimated that up to 2 million North Koreans face starva-
tion conditions in 1996. However, South Korea questions the extent of the
damage and fears that food aid may be diverted to the North’s armed
forces.

Japan has not been alone in its efforts to improve relations with the
North. Both the US and South Korea have used the lull in tensions after the
October 1994 ‘Agreed Framework’ to begin building economic links with
the North Korean regime. During the current discussions about resuming
the normalisation process, Japan has been careful not to proceed too fast or
to alienate South Korea. For instance, at the APEC summit in November
1995, South Korean President Kim Young Sam warned that North Korea
was using the issue of rice aid to try to divide Japan and South Korea. Prime
Minister Murayama reassured South Korea that Japan would not extend
economic assistance to the North until normalisation had been achieved,
which was dependent on its cooperation on the nuclear issue.”” Moreover,
during talks between Japan, South Korea and the US in early 1996 about the
provision of food aid to North Korea, it was Japan which complied most
closely with South Korean opinion by stressing that it would only proceed
with aid based on ‘close contacts’ with the South, whereas the US disre-
garded its allies’ views and decided independently to offer $2m-worth of
food to the North.”® But despite these statements, it is clear that Japan’s
policy-makers want to see these relations normalised as fast as possible.
Thus, in February 1996, the coalition government parties were said to be
preparing another mission to North Korea to discuss rice aid and normalisa-
tion. This mission foundered, though, because of a separate disagreement
between Tokyo and Seoul over the ownership of the Takeshima or Tok-do
Islands. A coalition group had been planning to visit the South in order to
reassure the government over Japan’s diplomatic moves towards the North,
but the dispute over the islands forced the group to cancel its trip to Seoul
and cast doubts on its visit to Pyongyang.™ Undeterred by this setback,
however, the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs held unofficial talks
with North Korea over normalisation and rice aid in Beijing in March 1996,
and the Japanese government planned to send an all-party mission to South
Korea in April 1996 to gain its approval for Japan-North Korea normalisa-
tion talks. In part, this eagerness to resume normalisation talks is prompted
by the traditional considerations of the need to restore strategic balance on
the Korean peninsula by establishing the North as a counterweight to the
South. But mostly it is prompted by the belief that it is perhaps diplomatic
and economic links, and the integration of North Korea into the North-east
Asian community, that can best compensate for the weaknesses of the US
security system in dealing with the North Korean problem, '

The second option being pursued by Japan is to seek new security
relations with China in order to contain or resolve the North Korean threat.
As mentioned above, Japan, in accordance with US policy, has been seek-
ing to use China’s influence to dissuade North Korea from continuing its
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nuclear programme. However, a new dialogue concerned with establishing
new security relations between the two powers seems to have emerged
from the old one. In April 1992, Prime Minister Kiichi Miyazawa held
discussions with Chinese President Jiang Zemin, described as ‘coping with
the changing global situation and the establishment of a new order based on
multi-polarisation’; and in May 1993, the Japanese foreign minister met his
Chinese counterpart, aiming to ‘propose a new framework for Sino-Japa-
nese dialogue on security’.” There have also recently been moves to restart
talks on military exchanges which were interrupted by the Tiananmen
Square incident in June 1989.

How far this dialogue can progress is hard to assess. Japanese policy-
makers are conscious of the need for caution when dealing with China, to
avoid becoming embroiled in its expansionist policies, and to avoid alienat-
ing the US at a particularly difficult period in Sino-US relations. But it may
be the case that Japan is attempting to develop a form of security relation-
ship with China that recognises the shifting realities of power in North-east
Asia, and that can supplement the deficiencies of the US system seen in its
dealings with North Korea.

Conclusion

Several conclusions emerge from this analysis of Japan and the North
Korean nuclear crisis. First, Japanese leaders do not believe that North
‘Korea poses an immediate nuclear threat. They suspect that North Korea
has been engaged in a bomb programme and that it may succeed over the
long term, but they do not believe that North Korea yet possesses a func-
tioning nuclear device. Instead, the immediate military threat is from
chemically armed ballistic missiles and a potential terrorist attack. Over the
longer term Japan does perceive a military security threat — one magnified
by doubts about the strength of the US commitment to North-east Asian
security. North Korea’s political attack on the US security system in the
region and on the foundation of Japan’s security is, then, the greatest threat
that it poses at present.

Second, the North Korean crisis represents a complex mix of external
and internal security threats for Japanese policy-makers. Japan’s position
within the US alliance and the presence of the North Korean community in
Japan mean that these threats include domestic political instability, civil
unrest and terrorism. Like many other powers in the post-Cold War period,
Japan’s security agenda is likely to change in recognition of the fact that
internal and external security problems are now becoming indivisible. The
task for Japanese policy-makers is to devise policy measures that adapt to
the changed nature of security problems.

Third, Japan has begun to take an increasingly proactive stance since the
North Korean crisis emerged. Japan has remained reliant upon the US. Its
chief policy objective has been to address problems in their security rela-
tionship and to try to alleviate them by active support for the US in its
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diplomatic, economic and military initiatives. But Japan also knows that
over-reliance on US policy towards North Korea can create additional
problems of internal stability and security. As a result, Japan has developed
its own diplomatic and security initiatives towards North Korea and China.
To deal with all forms of North Korean threat, Japan is likely also to
strengthen its countermeasures against terrorism, shown to be inadequate
after the Aum Shinrikyo attacks.™

Finally, and notwithstanding the predictions of certain commentators,
the North Korean nuclear crisis is unlikely to cause Japan to reconsider its
own nuclear option. This is not just because of Japan’s traditional ‘nuclear
allergy’ but also because Japanese policy-makers have by no means ex-
hausted the diplomatic, economic and military options for dealing with the

North Korean threat.
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