Trump 2.0 and the DPRK Nuclear Issue and Peace on the Korean

Peninsula

Hee-Ok Lee, (Sungkyunkwan University)

Q-1) What do you think led to the failure of the Hanoi summit on North
Korea's denuclearization? How do you expect President Trump will

approach the North Korean nuclear issue during his second term? If U.S.-
DPRK negotiations resume, what steps do you think could be taken to make
meaningful progress toward peace on the Korean Peninsula and in
Northeast Asia?

O There are various interpretations regarding the failure of the Hanoi U.S.-

North Korea summit. For instance, differences in positions on the level and
method of UN Security Council sanctions against North Korea, and the scope of
the nuclear facilities in Yongbyon, have been pointed out. However, the core
iIssue seems to be the differing perceptions regarding the method of North

Korea's denuclearization.

O The U.S. approach was "comprehensive agreement and gradual

implementation."” In other words, once a comprehensive agreement was reached,
even if at a low level, North Korea's denuclearization could be traded through
simultaneous implementation. However, North Korea combined a gradual
approach with disarmament. That is, it proposed a kind of Confidence-Building
Measures (CBM) approach, in which achievable goals would be set for each
phase, and after their implementation, the next phase's goals and methods would
be agreed upon.

O The problem was that both the U.S. and North Korea distrusted each other’s

intentions. The U.S. took a cautious approach because North Korea had broken
its denuclearization promises multiple times in the past. Meanwhile, North
Korea, under a siege mentality, believed that it was impossible to give up its
nuclear weapons without a guarantee of regime security.



O If there is progress in new negotiations between U.S. and North Korea, it is

likely that the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula will be deferred as a
long-term task, while economic cooperation is exchanged in return for a freeze

on North Korea's nuclear program. In the short term, this could contribute to

peace and stability in Northeast Asia and on the Korean Peninsula. However,
fundamentally, it will require a new approach and policy adjustment to deal with
a nuclear-armed North Korea.

Q-2) Some argue that the core issue is no longer the denuclearization of
North Korea, but rather nuclear arms control or the prevention of nuclear
war on the Korean Peninsula. What is your view on this perspective?

O For any new negotiations on North Korea's denuclearization, both U.S. and
North Korea are likely to revisit the Hanoi summit. In particular, Trump,

emphasizing his personal rapport with Kim Jong Un would likely prefer a “big
deal” through a summit-level agreement. However, unlike at the time of the

Hanoi summit, North Korea's nuclear capabilities have advanced, and it has

declared itself a nuclear-armed state. Therefore, North Korea is unlikely to
participate in negotiations based on the premise of denuclearization.

O North Korea is already a ‘de facto’ nuclear-armed state, having achieved

miniaturization, diversification, and deployment of its nuclear weapons. While
President Trump has not used the term "nuclear weapon state,"” he has referred to
North Korea as a "nuclear power." Given the reality that North Korea is unlikely
to give up its nuclear weapons, deterrence and control may prove to be more
effective strategies. The U.S. may also shift its goal from complete

denuclearization (CVID) to managing and limiting North Korea's nuclear
capabilities, as well as preventing military conflict. This would signify a

transition from a “nuclear-free Korean Peninsula” to a “Korean Peninsula without

nuclear war.”



O The problem, from South Korea's perspective, is that if denuclearization
itself is abandoned in U.S.-North Korea negotiations, it could eliminate a key
bargaining leverage, undermine the NPT regime, and prompt countries—

including South Korea—to consider pursuing their own nuclear capabilities.

Therefore, at a minimum, while the ultimate goal should remain
denuclearization, it is necessary to establish a nuclear control and crisis
management system in the interim stages, and to guide denuclearization through
gradual trust-building.

O In this context, the key to future U.S.-North Korea negotiations lies in how

the denuclearization issue is handled. One possible approach is to keep the
ultimate goal, method, and timeline of denuclearization on the Korean Peninsula
deliberately ambiguous, while combining measures such as easing UN Security
Council sanctions on North Korea, promoting economic cooperation, and
establishing a U.S.-North Korea liaison office.

O However, while denuclearization negotiations through a U.S.-North Korea

summit may help deter war and manage peace on the Korean Peninsula in the
short term, they could also lead to a growing public push for nuclear armament in
Northeast Asia, potentially triggering a nuclear domino effect in the region.

O South Korea's new government will also face a “moment of truth” on this

issue. Maintaining the current coercive policy toward North Korea will be
difficult, given the variables involving the United States, China, and inter-Korean

relations. In this context, China’s role are particularly important. Notably, recent
official Chinese statements have omitted the term “denuclearization of the

Korean Peninsula,” instead emphasizing peace and stability, resolution through

dialogue and negotiation, and a political settlement. A key point to observe is
whether South Korea, the United States, and China can form a shared
understanding on this issue.
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