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Chairman McGovern, Chairman Hultgren, and distinguished members of the Commission, it is a
distinct honor to appear before this commission to discuss denuclearization talks and human rights
in North Korea.
An Agenda for Human Rights and U.S. Diplomacy toward North Korea
What is both amazing and depressing about the diplomacy following the Singapore Summit
meeting between President Donald Trump and North Korean leader Kim Jong-un are the constants
that have re-emerged following a period of arguably the most dramatic change we have witnessed
on the peninsula in decades. 2017 saw Trump’s penchant for a military strike on North Korea and
Kim’s talk of turning Washington, D.C. into a sea of fire as he tested ICBMs that could reach the
U.S. homeland.i I had never heard more talk about military options inside the Beltway in over 20
years than I did in 2017. This path to war was abruptly altered in early 2018 with the PyeongChang
Winter Olympics and deft diplomacy by the South Koreans to facilitate two inter-Korean summits
and the meeting between Trump and Kim. And yet three months after Trump and Kim’s
unprecedented summit, the same dynamics repeat. The more things change, the more they stay
the same.
First, despite the Panmunjeom (inter-Korean) and Singapore (U.S.-North Korea) summits’
proclamations about a nuclear-free Korean peninsula, North Korea still pursues its strategy of
Byungjin – the pursuit of nuclear weapons status and economic development.ii The media’s focus
since the Singapore Summit on Kim Jong-un’s expressed desire to improve the economic
conditions in the country misses the fact that these aspirations are not held in lieu of nuclear
weapons, but in conjunction with the November 2017 announcement that the regime had
completed its nuclear weapons and ballistic missile testing.iii It’s called having your cake and
eating it too.
Second, despite President Trump’s impulsive decision to meet the North Korean leader and seek
reconciliation, the United States still pursues the complete and irreversible abandonment of all
nuclear weapons, missiles, and WMD programs from the country. In a nod to diplomacy,
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo has stopped using the term “CVID” (complete, verifiable, and
irreversible dismantlement) because the North Koreans hate it (it was coined by John Bolton
during the George W. Bush administration), and replaced it with “final and fully verifiable”
denuclearization.iv But there has been no change in U.S. goals to rid this threat permanently to
homeland security.
The third constant in the diplomacy that has not changed is the problem of “sequencing.” The
impasse in negotiations after the Singapore Summit is one familiar to anyone who has been close
to these discussions about denuclearization and peace treaty in the past. As the visit by ROK
special envoys to North Korea in early September 2018 made clear, the North Korean complaint
is that it wants the United States to sign up to a peace declaration ending the state of hostilities on
the peninsula before it is ready to consider any steps toward denuclearization.v Pyongyang points
to its testing freeze, and decommissioning of the Punggye-ri nuclear test site and the missile engine
testing site as evidence of its intention to denuclearize.vi The United States, on the other hand, is
unwilling to take such a step unless North Korea commits to denuclearization in the form of: 1)
commitment to a full declaration; 2) commitment to outside verification of the declaration and a
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denuclearization process; and 3) commitment to a timeline. Washington does not trust the initial
steps taken by North Korea and wants outside verification by international inspectors. In short,
each side wants the other to go first.
Human Rights
The fourth constant relates to human rights. As in the past, the summits have privileged the nuclear
negotiations above all else, including the human rights abuses inside the country, despite UN
resolutions and UN Commission of Inquiry Report condemning the regime for its gulags, control
of information, and other human rights violations.vii Let me take the remainder of my time to focus
on this issue.
In my opinion, the United States has been consistently incapable of walking and chewing gum at
the same time. As discussed in a George W. Bush Institute report on integrating North Korea
human rights into the mainstream of our national security policies and diplomatic strategy – it is
possible and indeed desirable to integrate a demand for the respect of human dignity consistent
with the UN Charter as a tangible metric of the North Korean government’s commitment to reform
and good standing in the community of nations.viii
The tendency that has emerged in past administrations’ negotiations with North Korea is the same
one that is emerging today. When there is no diplomacy on denuclearization taking place with
North Korea, we amp up the volume on human rights, support defector testimonies castigating the
regime, and support efforts to get outside information into the country. But once the negotiations
begin, the human rights issue becomes too uncomfortable, and too inconvenient to talk about.
Negotiators do not want to raise it for fear that it will create a distraction from the main issue
(denuclearization), or even worse it might “offend” the regime and submarine the negotiations.
We see the same dynamic thus far in the Trump administration. At the President’s State of the
Union speech this January and during Vice President Mike Pence’s attendance at the Winter
Olympics this February, the administration rightly pointed out the human rights abuses of the
regime, the detainment of Americans, and the death of UVA student Otto Warmbier.ix As the
spring transformed into a series of inter-Korean, North Korea-Chinese, and U.S.-North Korea
summit meetings, the administration has grown conspicuously quiet regarding these abuses.
Yet, there is no zero-sum relationship between human rights and denuclearization. To this
commission’s credit, there seems to be an understanding of this fact. Congress has a record of
consistency on the human rights issue and has been bipartisan in its statements and legislation.
To assume a zero-sum relationship between talking about human rights abuses and talking about
denuclearization plays right into North Korea’s hands in dictating the terms of what is negotiable
and non-negotiable. The United States’ approach to North Korea cannot be one-dimensional,
focusing only on security. The threat posed by North Korea stems not just from the nuclear and
missile threats, but from a government in possession of such weapons, which is capable of a level
of abuse of its own citizens unprecedented in modern human history. This administration and
future ones would be well-served to consider the following principles and tasks:
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•

Demand human rights improvements as part of a denuclearization agenda. A North
Korea that is improving its human rights record would signal more of a commitment to
reform and joining the community of nations than almost any other measure. This could
make more credible any actions they take on the denuclearization front (with outside
verification).

•

View human rights sanctions as part of stemming proliferation. Revenues from North
Korean human rights abuses, including the export of slave labor as well as from trading
companies engaged in such abuses, are suspected to be used to fund nuclear proliferation
activities. In addition, well-established North Korean practices with regard to food
distribution, mass labor mobilization, and prison camp labor all favor the regime and its
proliferation practices over the rights of the citizens of the country.

•

View the human rights issue not as a U.S.-North Korea bilateral one, but as one
supported by the international community. The international community’s galvanized
attention on the human rights abuses has permanently changed the playing field for future
U.S. diplomatic action with the North, making accountability for human rights abuses a
requisite element of any new U.S. strategy.

•

Declare that true peace cannot come without improving the welfare of all Koreans on
the Korean peninsula. An integral part of tension-reduction and reconciliation on the
peninsula requires greater transparency and cooperation in improving the human condition
in the North.

•

Prioritize information flows. The Trump administration should increase the volume of
information to the North Korean people as access to outside information is a basic human
right.

•

Sanction entities facilitating “slave labor” exports. New and existing authorities for
sanctions should target entities and individuals facilitating North Korea’s exploitation of
overseas labor and coal exports as sources of revenue that could be diverted to the nuclear
and missile program.

•

Create opportunities for the next generation. I have been involved with efforts by the
Bush Institute to embrace the chance to empower North Korean refugees in the United
States, many of whom send money and information to their families back home. These
could be future leaders of the country.x

•

Consider humanitarian assistance.
We should remain open to incorporating
humanitarian assistance in a way that helps North Korea’s most vulnerable citizens. As
Ambassador Bob King, the previous administration’s envoy for North Korean human
rights issues, wrote in a recent CSIS commentary: “One important benefit of humanitarian
assistance is that North Koreans—from senior government officials to individual aid
recipients in remote villages—have contact with U.S. citizens and with citizens of other
countries. This helps increase the flow of information about the outside world in one of the
world’s most isolated places.”xi
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There are no clear answers regarding the path forward. But neglecting human rights abuses in
North Korea and not using the current talk of summits as an opportunity to integrate this into U.S.
diplomacy has been proven, based on the past three decades, to not getting us any closer to
denuclearization.
The task is to find the sweet spot between denuclearization, peace, and the promotion of human
rights in the country. These are not as diametrically opposed objectives as we may have been led
to believe.
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