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T
HE success of North Ko-
rea’s third nuclear test
last month and its warn-
ing of more to come
this year show that Chi-

na’s policy on the Korean Peninsu-
la has been an abject failure.

While the world swiftly con-
demned Pyongyang’s “provoca-
tive act”, the Chinese leadership
appeared deeply split over what
should be Beijing’s appropriate re-
sponse.

The split led Xinhua news agen-
cy and the Global Times, both offi-
cial mouthpieces of the Chinese
government, to publish diametri-
cally opposite editorials on han-
dling North Korea.

The Global Times considered
the test to be a failure of China’s
policy and urged Beijing to signal
its disapproval by cutting aid.

Xinhua, however, saw nothing
wrong in China’s policy of resolv-
ing problems through peaceful dia-
logue and said Beijing should stick
to it. It also argued that sanctions
would be counter-productive.

The Chinese Foreign Ministry’s
response on Feb 12, the same day
as the test, showed a departure
from previous statements issued

after the tests in 2006 and 2009.
While the earlier statements

had the sentence that “China will
work unswervingly towards (re-
solving the problem through
peaceful dialogue)”, the latest one
did not.

This omission was a tacit ad-
mission by Beijing of its failure to
broker a peaceful resolution of the
North Korea issue through the
six-party framework – compris-
ing the two Koreas, China, the
United States, Japan and Russia –
that it instituted 10 years ago. It
means that Beijing might have to
find other ways to resolve the
problem.

The Feb 12 nuclear test spelt
failure for China in several ways.

First, it dashed Beijing’s strate-
gic aim of ensuring the Korean Pe-
ninsula remains nuclear-free.

A nuclearised Pyongyang poses
as much of a threat to China’s na-
tional security as the US-Japan-
South Korea alliance. The North
had hinted to the US that its nucle-
ar arsenal could be “pointed to-
wards the west”, meaning China.

After spending the past six dec-
ades bolstering the North’s securi-
ty and propping up its weak econo-
my, Beijing now finds itself a like-
ly target of its nuclearised ally.

Second, Beijing could be drawn
unwittingly into a conflict or ma-
jor confrontation with the US.

 A treaty with the North that
obliges China to go to its aid in
the event of an attack seems to
have only emboldened Pyongyang
to act recklessly, often without
Beijing’s prior knowledge.

Third, all its efforts to shore up
the fragile North Korean economy
in the hope of building a special re-
lationship with Pyongyang have
come to naught.

Scanty data shows that about a
decade ago, China provided rough-
ly 80 per cent of North Korea’s to-
tal petroleum imports, 92 per cent
of international food aid, and 97
per cent of total foreign invest-
ment capital.

Recently, to ensure the smooth
transition of the Kim regime from
father Jong Il to son Jong Un, Bei-
jing doubled the normal amount
of non-reimbursable grain aid
from 100,000 to 200,000 tonnes,
according to a report by South Ko-
rean newspaper Dong-A Ilbo in

March last year.
Given the North’s heavy reli-

ance on China, the world has long
expected Beijing to use it as lever-
age to rein in its wayward neigh-
bour or that Pyongyang would
show its patron some respect.

Quite the contrary. Most re-
cently, Mr Kim Jong Un sent New
Year greeting cards to more than
30 leaders around the world, in-
cluding United Nations secretary-
general Ban Ki Moon. The notable
exceptions were China and Rus-
sia, also an ally.

Although there have been con-
stant calls within China to get
tough with North Korea, it is diffi-
cult for the Chinese Communist
Party to change its approach.

The Korean Peninsula has his-
torically been a factor in China’s
security calculus.

After all, China fought two
wars there, first with Japan in
1894 and then with the United
States in 1950.

Recognising that North Korea
acts as a buffer zone, Chinese com-
munist leaders have unstintingly
pumped in money, food and other
aid over the past few decades to
prop up the pro-Beijing regime.

Ideologically, Beijing and
Pyongyang share the same Marx-
ist-Leninist origins.

Outgoing Chinese President
Hu Jintao once said controversial-
ly that “apart from being back-
ward economically, North Korea

has always been correct political-
ly”.

This was why die-hard Maoists
in China sent congratulatory mes-
sages to the North after last
month’s nuclear test, hailing it as
another success story of Mao Ze-
dong Thought.

They likened it to the nuclear
achievements that China itself
had made in the 1960s, a period of
extreme isolation and economic
difficulties.

Towards North Korea, China’s
hands are tied, constrained by his-
torical and ideological reasons.

Until it can recalibrate its
Pyongyang policy, the North will
remain a hard nut to crack.
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I
N THE summer of 1988, I
was walking with my father
in the centre of East Berlin
along the perimeter of the
Brandenburg Gate that was

guarded by the Soviet Red Army
soldiers. I was very young back
then, but I remember trying to
reach my hand across the perime-
ter fence, shouting with excite-
ment: “Dad... now I am in the
West!”, without realising what
that really meant.

My father looked nervously
and said: “You don’t want to get
shot, do you?”

At that time, there were about
380,000 Soviet troops stationed
in East Germany, organised into
20 ground force divisions and one
Air army. This was more than
twice the size of the former East
German Army, the NVA.

Despite the signs of change in
the Soviet Union’s policies and

the promising prospects for im-
proved East-West ties, no one
could predict that the Berlin Wall
would fall just the following year.
Indeed, no one foresaw that the
whole of Eastern Europe and sub-
sequently the Soviet Union would
disintegrate within a few months.

Twenty-five years later, I
found myself walking at the last
Cold War frontier in the Joint Se-
curity Area in Panmunjon on the
border between North and South
Korea. I was observing the North
Korean military post on the other
side, wondering when the wind of
change will come to Korea.

“Korea is not Germany,” said a
Korean friend of mine. Indeed,
the security environments in
Northeast Asia and Europe differ
in many important ways, and thus
German experiences with unifica-
tion obviously cannot simply be
transferred and applied to the Ko-
rean context.

However, the current interplay
of strategic instability and uncer-

tainty on the Korean Peninsula
cannot stipulate an indefinite sta-
tus quo.

Whatever scenario, whether
unification by force, by peaceful
negotiation, by the collapse of
North Korea, or by a non-linear
development such as the interven-
tion of foreign powers, it may be
characterised by a rapid turn of
events.

Therefore, it is important to
continue to look at the German
case, in order to mitigate the risks
of strategic and tactical surprises.

The legitimacy of totalitarian
regimes of Eastern Europe col-
lapsed as their economies fal-
tered, corrupt bureaucracies crum-
bled, and more news and informa-
tion from the outside world perme-
ated in the society and forced po-
litical change.

Accordingly, notwithstanding
North Korea’s efforts to develop
nuclear weapons and ballistic mis-
siles, the Panmunjon trench on
the North Korean side of the De-

militarised Zone (DMZ) is not
strong enough to counter the pow-
er of information from the outside
world.

Increasingly, more North Kore-
an refugees share stories of smug-
gled DVDs with South Korean dra-
mas, USB memory sticks loaded
with South Korean news, movies
and K-pop music, short-wave ra-
dio broadcast with news and
weather reports, and high-tech
GPS balloons with leaflets detail-
ing the brutality of Kim Jong Un’s
regime.

While its effects on North Kore-
an society are difficult to ascer-
tain, North Korea has previously
threatened to fire across the heavi-
ly fortified border to stop such ac-
tivities.

As with East Germany, where
more people smuggled VCR tapes
and listened to radio Free Europe,
the uncontrolled flow of informa-
tion is the Achilles’ heel of the
North Korean regime, particularly
in the border areas with China.

This is because of the emer-
gence of black markets and trade,
which amplifies greater informa-
tion flow and provides ordinary
North Koreans with a genuine
prospect of a better future. In the
process, which is slow and gradu-
al, it also undermines the authori-
ty of the security apparatus.

Therefore, in order to effective-
ly counter North Korea’s nuclear
blackmail, South Korea should
adopt a defence strategy with a
significant emphasis placed on in-
formation strategies and “smart
power”.

Smart power means using a
comprehensive approach, engag-
ing instruments of both soft pow-
er of diplomacy and hard power of
military force to shape conditions
for change in North Korea.

The military lines of action
should increasingly rely on the
use of information – not only to
obtain intelligence about North
Korea’s means, capabilities and
strategies, but also to disrupt

North Korea’s information infra-
structure and, most importantly,
to enable North Koreans to have
access to outside news and infor-
mation that can alter their inter-
nal socio-political and economic
narrative.

Ultimately, while North Korea
is trying to use its nuclear wea-
pons to create fear in the outside
world, what the Kim Jong Un re-
gime fears most is its own inabili-
ty to adapt and implement mean-
ingful socio-economic reforms.

It fears it will lose its grip on
power by losing its control of in-
formation. In the long tide of his-
tory, however, North Korea’s po-
litical structure will tumble, just
like in the former East Germany.
It is a matter of time.
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A
FTER its phenomenal
ascent from agrarian
poverty to advanced in-
dustrial power, South
Korea appears to the

rest of the world like a straightfor-
ward success story. But within
the country, the narrative is much
more complex – as the new Presi-
dent is only too aware.

Ms Park Geun Hye, who took
office last week as South Korea’s
first female leader, told a crowd
outside the parliament building
that she would open a “new era of
hope”, with more support for
those who have seen the least ben-
efit from the economic transfor-
mation.

From childcare to old-age pen-
sions, Ms Park wants to ramp up
social spending by US$125 billion
(S$155 billion) over the next five
years as she responds to growing
complaints that the proceeds of
growth have been skewed towards
the rich and the chaebol, the con-
glomerates that dominate the
economy.

Ms Park is presenting this as a
turning point after decades of
small government. While the

country is, by some measures, as
prosperous as Italy or New Zea-
land, its spending on public ser-
vices remains far lower than in
most developed countries. But do
her sums add up?

There is a certain irony to Ms
Park’s promises to overhaul the
country’s long-established model,
through which successive govern-
ments minimised intervention in
the economy while giving the
chaebol free rein to drive it for-
ward. The system was instituted
by her father, the military strong-
man Park Chung Hee, who fos-
tered economic growth while over-
seeing human rights violations. As
December’s election approached,
Ms Park’s supporters and detrac-
tors alike talked about her primari-
ly in terms of her father.

So it is no surprise she wants
to make her own mark on the
country with her “economic de-
mocratisation” drive. Moreover,
she could not have won last year’s
election without tacking to the
left. The economic slowdown has
hugely damaged public confi-
dence in the ability of market-led
growth to “lift all boats”.

The welfare drive is likely to
start with a supplementary bud-

get in the next month or two, ru-
moured to be worth about US$10
billion. But Ms Park insists it will
not prompt tax rises or an in-
crease in the national debt.

Instead, 60 per cent of the
US$25 billion annual funding cost
– which amounts to about 2 per
cent of gross domestic product –
will come from eliminating waste-
ful government expenditure, al-
though Ms Park has given no de-
tails.

The remaining 40 per cent, she
says, will come from regularising
and taxing South Korea’s informal
economy, which she believes to ac-
count for a quarter of GDP.

In short, Ms Park will fund her
programme through measures
that sound attractive to everyone.

But until she gives more de-
tails, there will be plenty of scepti-
cism over whether this can really
yield the sums required. And the
latter could be bigger than Ms
Park admits.

Last month, the Korea Institute
for Health and Social Affairs said
her plans to fully fund treatment
of four diseases and introduce a
universal old-age pension would
cost more than double her esti-
mates.

Ms Park scaled back the dis-
ease treatment plan and made the
pension means-tested.

Her doubters expect she will
continue to chip away at the lofty
promises that helped her win of-
fice as it becomes clear that they
are unaffordable – especially so if
the global economy undershoots
expectations.

But a wholesale retreat would
be a mistake, for she is right to
identify the need for increased
spending in these areas.

The rate of suicide among elder-
ly people has quintupled in the
past 20 years as the tradition of
children caring for their aged par-
ents comes under strain.

Many mothers of young chil-
dren are put off returning to work
because of the high cost of child-
care. Medical costs and university
fees are contributing to one of the
world’s highest rates of household
debt. Youth unemployment has
steadily crept up.

It is time these problems were
addressed. Ms Park’s policies
would mark a big step in that di-
rection. But now she must demon-
strate she knows how to pay for
them.
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Demonstrators in China’s Guangdong province with banners denouncing North Korea’s third nuclear test last month. The banners read (from left) “We love peace, we
don’t like ‘fat Kim (Jong Un)’ ”, “No nuclear test”, “North Korea carries out nuclear test, returning kindness with ingratitude”, and “We want peace, we don’t want
nuclear weapons”. PHOTO: REUTERS

Ms Park, who is South Korea’s first female leader, promises lofty welfare
reforms. But until she gives more details, there will be plenty of scepticism over
whether she knows how to pay for them. PHOTO: ASSOCIATED PRESS
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