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 You cannot blame anyone for feeling a sense

of drift over the last decade with the U.S.

policy of “strategic patience” towards North

Korea. Waiting for sanctions to take away the

nuclear potential of the Democratic People’s

Republic of Korea reflected a focus on other

priorities and the cumulative frustrations of

several successive administrations.

North Korea, however, will be a top challenge

for the new administration. North Korea's

unprecedented and accelerating tempo of

missile tests and nuclear detonations – 64

between 2009 and 2016 – shows no signs of

abating. We can expect more in 2017. 
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North Korea will be a top challenge for the new
administration. North Korea's unprecedented and
accelerating tempo of missile tests and nuclear
detonations shows no signs of abating. But
denuclearization can neither be pursued nor
attained without addressing the human rights
abuses in the country.



At the same time, we must deal with the fact that North Koreans suffer widespread human rights violations

and are denied fundamental freedoms. The 2014 United Nations Commission of Inquiry (COI) Report

documents food shortages, political prison camps, public executions, and detentions without due process.

Along with mass labor mobilization, these atrocities all favor the regime and its objectives over the rights of

ordinary citizens. And an unprecedented wave of elite purges has led to a number of recent high-level

defections.

Fortunately, the COI’s charges of crimes against humanity have galvanized world opinion. Nations can no

longer ignore the issue when dealing with Pyongyang or those that interact regularly with it.

The fact is, denuclearization can neither be pursued nor attained without addressing these abuses. Data

from the Committee on Human Rights in North Korea shows that revenues from human rights abuses, like

the export of slave labor, are suspected to fund nuclear proliferation activities.

• 
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Unfortunately, sanctions have not altered the regime’s behavior, either towards its own people or in

building a nuclear arsenal. As a result, strategic patience will not suffice as a policy for the new

administration, especially since North Korea will have scores of nuclear weapons by the end of this decade.

And those weapons will be mated to ballistic missiles for delivery to regional and intercontinental targets,

including perhaps our own West Coast.

Kicking the can down the road is not an option.



Instead, as a new Bush Institute report by scholars Victor Cha and Robert Gallucci argues, we need a more

engaged North Korea policy that must equally pursue denuclearization and human rights improvement,

while incorporating these elements:

INTEGRATE NON-PROLIFERATION AND HUMAN RIGHTS SANCTIONS

We must strengthen our sanctions strategy to isolate and weaken North Korea, including calling out

political and military leaders for making money off selling nuclear technologies, illicit activities, and human

rights abuses.

VIEW CHINA AS PART OF THE SOLUTION, BUT NOT THE TOTAL SOLUTION

We must remind Beijing of its responsibility to use its influence with its clients in Pyongyang to avoid

provocations. At the same time, we must resist the temptation to subcontract the most urgent security

issue in Northeast Asia to China.

MAINTAIN DENUCLEARIZATION GOALS

While remaining open to diplomatic options, we must insist that the outcome of negotiations include the

eventual re-entry of the North into the Non-Proliferation Treaty regime.

Satellite images show North

Korea– close to 47,000 square

miles in size – sitting in virtual

darkness, while South Korea is

bright with light.

.More than 24 million North

Koreans live under tyranny.

They are subjected to

widespread human rights

violations and denied

fundamental rights like free

expression, association,

assembly, and religion.
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STOP HORIZONTAL PROLIFERATION

We must unambiguously warn the North Koreans at the highest levels that the transfer of sensitive

nuclear technology to another state or non-national actor cannot and will not be tolerated by the United

States. We must draw a genuine red line.

REMAIN OPEN TO DIPLOMACY

We must avoid making the goals of any negotiations the preconditions for entering those negotiations.

We also must be wary of entering protracted negotiations where the North may continue to advance their

nuclear or ballistic capability.

AVOID PRECONCEIVED NOTIONS ABOUT THE FORMAT FOR NEGOTIATIONS

Six party talks may be dead – or not – but the essential participants will be the United States and North

Korea, whatever the formal structure may be.

SUSTAIN DETERRENCE AND REASSURE ALLIES

We must continue visible security consultations and exercises with friends and allies in the region. We

must also continue quarterly cabinet or sub-cabinet level diplomatic coordination with our allies.

COMMIT TO UNIFICATION

We must take prudent steps with our allies to prepare for the realization of our ultimate goal of a unified

Korea, whether through the slow transformation of the North Korean state, or its sudden collapse.

Lindsay Lloyd is the Deputy Director of Human Freedom at the George W. Bush Institute.

Unfortunately, sanctions have not altered the
regime’s behavior, either towards its own

people or in building a nuclear arsenal. As a
result, strategic patience will not suffice as a

policy for the new administration.


