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Second Paper:  The North Korean Nuclear Question


North Korea, in the early 1990s, had promised not to pursue a nuclear weapons program, but in 2002 the U.S. government accused that country of reneging on those promises.  It was widely assumed, in fact, that the North Korean government had violated the agreements it had entered into, and indeed the assumption that that government had cheated on its commitments in this area has played a major role in debates about what American policy in this area should be.  Opponents of negotiation—those who, like Stephen J. Morris, think the United States should adopt a highly coercive policy toward the North Korean regime—make the argument that since North Korean promises are worthless, negotiations are pointless.
  But even observers like Ted Galen Carpenter who take a milder line and think that the United States will have to find some way of living with a nuclear North Korea base some of their arguments on the claim that North Korea is not interested in a negotiated settlement—that North Korean cheating suggests that that regime is not really interested in striking a deal that would keep nuclear weapons out of its hands.


But did North Korea actually cheat on her obligations in this area?  Some observers say no.  Selig S. Harrison, for example, thinks that the view that North Korea was actively pursuing a nuclear weapons program is not really supported by the evidence, and that the Bush administration was “exaggerating the danger” and reading too much into the limited evidence at its disposal.
 
Harrison, in the article he wrote on the subject, was particularly critical of charges made in Pyongyang by a top American official, James Kelly, on October 4, 2002.  Kelly, the Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific affairs, had (in Harrison’s words) accused North Korea of secretly pursuing “a program to enrich uranium to weapons grade, in violation of the 1994 agreement that Pyongyang had signed with Washington to freeze its pursuit of nuclear weapons.”  But in Harrison’s view there was little credible evidence to support those allegations.  

In developing this argument, Harrison relied heavily on an article by Jonathan Pollack, “The United States, North Korea, and the End of the Agreed Framework,” which had appeared in the Summer 2003 issue of the Naval War College Review.  Pollack, Harrison wrote, had suggested in his article “that Kelly's charges were not justified by U.S. intelligence,” and in making his case had pointed to “a CIA report submitted to Congress in November 2002.”  “According to Pollack,” Harrison wrote (quoting directly from the Pollack article), “the CIA report indicated:
 that North Korea had no operational enrichment facility to

  declare. … The intelligence community believed that North

  Korea still [would have] confronted daunting obstacles had it

  decided to build an enriched uranium weapon, or even to acquire

  the production capabilities that might ultimately permit such an

  option. Most officials recognized that the path to a meaningful

  enrichment capability remained a distant and very uncertain

  possibility.”

What is to be made of those claims?  Did Pollack, first of all, in fact suggest that “Kelly’s charges”—that North Korea had a uranium enrichment program—“were not justified by U.S. intelligence”?  That author, it turns out, did not say or even imply that Kelly’s claims were baseless.  Pollack referred, in fact, to “mounting evidence” of an enrichment program, without ever suggesting that that evidence was too weak to support the conclusions that were drawn about the existence of an enrichment program;  he referred to the “new findings” about the North Korean program without ever suggesting that those findings were in any way problematic.
    Pollack does say (citing that CIA report) that “North Korea had no operational enrichment facility to declare.”
  The CIA report itself did not quite say that, but even if it had, there is a difference between not having a program and not having a complete operational enrichment facility—and all the North Koreans were accused of was having a program.  So it is hard to see how what Pollack said supports the conclusion that “Kelly’s charges were not justified by U.S. intelligence.”  If anything, the Pollack article supports the opposite view.
Is it true that Pollack had said that the CIA report showed that “the intelligence community believed that North Korea [would have] confronted daunting obstacles had it decided to build an enriched uranium weapon,” and that that report, according to him, showed that “most officials recognized that the path to a meaningful enrichment capability remained a distant and very uncertain possibility”?  The first of these two phrases does, in fact, appear in the paragraph in which Pollack referred to the CIA report; the second phrase is not (as Harrison would have it) part of that paragraph, but rather appears in a different context eight pages later.
  But the real issue here is not what Pollack said, but rather whether the CIA report itself actually shows that the intelligence agency believed that a “meaningful [North Korean] enrichment capability remained a distant and very uncertain possibility.”
What then does the document itself have to say on this issue?  The CIA, according to the report, “recently learned that the North is constructing a plant that could produce enough weapons-grade uranium for two or more nuclear weapons per year when fully operational -- which could be as soon as mid-decade”—a sentence which Pollack himself quotes in the paragraph just cited.
  (Indeed, that sentence immediately precedes Pollack’s own claim about the “daunting obstacles” that supposedly confronted the North Koreans in this area!)  So this November 2002 document was predicting that the plant might well become fully operational in “mid-decade”:  the CIA was scarcely talking about a “distant and very uncertain possibility”!
But Harrison could scarcely accept the judgment that North Korea was moving ahead so quickly with its enrichment program.  He thus needed to explain at this point why the CIA document could not be accepted as gospel, and that is exactly what he tried to do.  But there is something rather odd here.  Harrison had begun by taking Pollack’s analysis as authoritative;  that analysis had been based on the CIA report, which Pollack had accepted as valid.  But now Harrison felt he had to dispute the validity of the very CIA report which Pollack—his main source—had relied on to support his conclusions.  From a purely scholarly point of view, this was a very odd way to proceed.  But one can still ask whether Harrison’s critique of that document is reasonable.

What then does that critique consist of?  Harrison notes, quite correctly in fact, that the CIA report is not a detailed document.  It does not give much evidence to back up its conclusions.  But does that mean that it should be dismissed out of hand?  The CIA, as Harrison points out, says it cannot reveal the evidence that its assessments are based on, for fear of giving away “methods and sources.”  He then says that “this argument would be more persuasive if the agency had at least made a credible case to congressional committees in executive session or to U.S. Asian allies. But since the report came out, no evidence to support it has been supplied to South Korea or Japan-or to China and Russia, the other countries participating in the ongoing six-party negotiations.” No evidence?  Harrison himself goes on to point out that “limited evidence” has in fact been provided to South Korea and Japan, and that this evidence “does confirm that North Korea has made efforts to buy equipment that could be used to make and operate centrifuges. This equipment includes electrical-frequency converters, high-purity cobalt powder for magnetic-top bearing assemblies, and high-strength aluminum tubes.”  Those efforts, he suggests, might not have been successful—although the CIA document suggested that the North Koreans had been able to buy equipment they needed for the enrichment program.
  But even if one dismisses those CIA judgments as worthless and limits oneself to the evidence that Harrison himself accepts as valid, the question remains:  why would the North Koreans have even tried to buy this equipment if they did not have an enrichment program? 

As to the point about the absence of intelligence sharing with foreign countries and the U.S. Congress, Robert Gallucci and Mitchell Reiss deal with this issue head on in their reply to the Harrison piece.  “In both open and closed sessions,” they say, “the intelligence community has briefed Congress on the evidence concerning North Korea's uranium-enrichment program. Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage, Undersecretary of State Marc Grossman, Assistant Secretary of State James Kelly, and other officials involved in the negotiating process also have frequently briefed Congress on this issue. Furthermore, the United States has shared information with all of its partners in the six-party talks concerning North Korea's uranium-enrichment program. And the United States' partners have reciprocated, sharing information they have acquired from their own sources on North Korea's enrichment activities.”
  Given the positions that Gallucci and Reiss had held in the government, one presumes that they knew what they were talking about;  given the role that Gallucci played in this area during the Clinton administration, he can scarcely be dismissed as a Bush partisan.  Taking those factors into account, and also taking into account the fact that Harrison, in his rejoinder, did not dispute that simple statement of fact made in the Reiss and Gallucci reply—their claim, that is, that the Congress had been in fact briefed on the intelligence, especially in executive session—it is hard to avoid the conclusion that Harrison was just wrong on this point.
Indeed, the bottom line is that Harrison has simply not made an effective argument.  The title of Harrison’s article posed a simple question:  “Did North Korea Cheat?”  He claims the answer is no, but he scarcely proves it. 
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