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Koreans seek a nuclear-free Korean Peninsula

One word, many meanings: Korean 
‘denuclearization’ in the headlines

SEOUL: The leaders of North and South Korea declared
at a summit Friday they had a “common goal of realizing,
through complete denuclearization, a nuclear-free
Korean Peninsula”. Exactly what that means remains
unclear ahead of a much-anticipated summit between
North Korean leader Kim Jong Un and US President
Donald Trump.  The White House has urged “the denu-
clearization of North Korea”, but the distinction is cru-
cial-that is an explicit reference to only one country,
while the broader term is open to interpretation on both
sides.  The North-which invaded its neighbor in 1950 —
is the only one of the two Koreas to possess nuclear
weapons, but the South has a security alliance with the
most powerful nation on the planet.

North Korea’s weapons 
Estimates of Pyongyang’s arsenal vary. Monitoring

groups put the size of Pyongyang’s sixth and last atomic
blast in September at 250 kilotons - 16 times the size of
the US bomb that destroyed Hiroshima in 1945 and the
kind of yield generated by a hydrogen bomb. Seoul’s
2016 defense white paper-the most recent available-
estimated the North had 50 kilograms of plutonium-
reportedly enough for about 10 bombs and a “consider-
able” but unquantified ability to produce uranium
weapons. Last year, the Washington Post reported a US
intelligence assessment that the North had up to 60
nuclear devices. Where the North keeps its missiles is
not publicly known, but it has extensive experience in
tunneling and it is believed they are stored at under-
ground facilities scattered around the country. They are
also mobile-it has put transporters on show at military
parades.

What does the US have? 
US President Donald Trump says his nuclear button

is bigger than Kim’s-and it works. According to the
State Department, as of September 1, the US has a
total of 1,393 deployed nuclear warheads, deliverable
by land- and submarine-based missiles and heavy
bombers. It has thousands more in stockpiles and

awaiting dismantlement, campaign groups say, with
the Arms Control Association putting the total at
6,550 last year. The US withdrew tactical nuclear
weapons from the South in the 1990s and Seoul does
not have any itself. But the US has an unparalleled
ability to project power around the world and can
reach targets anywhere with conventional or nuclear
munitions.  It has long-range bombers, mid-air refu-
elling capabilities, and a fleet of nuclear submarines
constantly at sea, each armed with phenomenal
destructive power.

What Pyongyang promised
According to Trump “they have agreed to denu-

clearization”. Asked what he meant by the term, he told
reporters earlier this month: “It means they get rid of
their nukes-very simple.” But North Korea itself has
made no explicit pledge to do so during the current
rapprochement.  According to Seoul, it has offered to
consider giving them up in exchange for unspecified
security guarantees. When Kim visited key backer
China last month in only his first foreign trip as leader,
China’s state media cited him saying that the issue
could be resolved if Seoul and Washington take “pro-
gressive and synchronous measures for the realization
of peace”-implying some form of quid pro quo.  

What does that imply?
Pyongyang says it needs nuclear weapons to defend

itself against the United States, and interprets threats
against it widely-it has regularly condemned US-South
Korean joint military exercises as preparations for
invasion.  Under the 1953 Mutual Defense Treaty
between South Korea and the US, Washington is duty-
bound to come to its ally’s aid if attacked. In the past
Pyongyang has demanded the end of the alliance and
the withdrawal of US troops from the South. The US
has 28,500 troops stationed in the country to defend it
from its neighbor, and Washington’s nuclear arsenal is
a key part of its defense capabilities-it does not have a
“no first use” policy.

North’s promises before
Friday’s declaration was the first time the word

“denuclearization” has appeared in an inter-Korean
summit communique. There was no reference to the
subject in the declaration after their first summit in
Pyongyang in 2000, and seven years later they said
they would work together to implement two existing
agreements on “the nuclear issue on the Korean
Peninsula”.

But one of those documents, the Joint Statement of

the Fourth Round of the Six-Party Talks issued in
Beijing in September 2005, is unequivocal.  “The
DPRK committed to abandoning all nuclear weapons
and existing nuclear programs,” it said, using the
North’s official name. But it carried out its first nuclear
test the very next year. Another agreement followed
before Pyongyang walked out of the six-party
process-which brought together the two Koreas,
China, the US, Russia and Japan-in 2009, detonating
its second atomic blast months later. —AFP

PANMUNJOM: Photo shows North Korea’s leader Kim Jong Un (2nd left) and his wife Ri Sol Ju (left) attend-
ing the official dinner with South Korea’s President Moon Jae-in and his wife Kim Jung-sook at the end of
their historic summit at the truce village of Panmunjom. —AFP

South Koreans tune 
into summit... even 
from behind bars
SEOUL: As the leaders of North and South Korea
clasped hands over the Military Demarcation Line,
South Koreans were glued to the screen to watch
history being made-even from prison. The summit,
the first in more than a decade between two coun-
tries technically still at war, received wall-to-wall
coverage on nearly every television channel and
many South Koreans tuned in. Even convicts
across the nation saw their usual diet of pre-edited
TV interrupted for “emergency live programming”
of the landmark handshake between Kim Jong Un
and Moon Jae-in, the South Korean justice min-
istry said in a statement.

“We allowed all inmates detained in detention
centers across the country to join the nation for
the historic moment of the South-North summit,”
added the ministry. Lee Song-eun, an elementary
school teacher in Seoul, usually ensures the tele-
vision in her classroom is turned off, but made a
rare exception. “Even if I get complaints that I’m
not teaching to watch this, I am so curious,” she
said. “The kids were working on their assign-
ments and suddenly broke out into ‘Ah!’ and ‘Oh!’
when Kim Jong Un appeared,” she said. Worker
Kim Eun-jin, 31, said her whole office gathered
around the TV to watch the summit pageantry
play out on television.

“My colleague was so touched, he cried,” she
said. The summit dominated online as well, with
“Kim Jong Un” the most searched term on Naver,
South Korea’s largest portal. Phrases like
“Pyongyang naengmyeon”-a North Korean cold
noodle dish-and “Military Demarcation Line”
were trending on South Korean Twitter. In con-
trast, on the other side of the border, North
Korean state television there is no other kind-
showed a test card all morning, with the first news
bulletin in the afternoon merely reading out a dis-
patch from the official KCNA news agency saying
Kim had set off for Panmunjom to meet Moon.

‘Murderous tyrants’  
At the main press centre, where around

3,000 journalists have gathered, a wave of
applause rang throughout the cavernous room
when Kim approached Moon for a handshake.
Like Moon in the summit room, journalists
from the South roared with laughter when the
North’s  leader joked about how he had
brought Pyongyang naengmyeon for the din-
ner banquet.

“I hope that the president will be able to enjoy
the Pyongyang naengmyeon that has travelled
far,” Kim said, before laughing and adding, “I
shouldn’t say far.” Pyongyang naengmyeon-
already a popular summer delicacy in the South-
appeared to be selling like hotcakes at lunch time.
Thousands of South Koreans posted photos of
the cold buckwheat noodle they slurped down
for lunch on Instagram with hashtags including

#summit and #peacenaengmyeon. “Eating a
bowl of naengmyeon hoping for peace,” said one
user. The sudden high demand meant that some
were turned away disappointed.

Office worker Lee Su-hyeon told AFP that
100 people were ahead of her in the line. “I really
wanted to eat naengmyeon today. I’m so sad,”
Lee said. But not all was euphoria and optimism,
with some protesters burning a North Korean
flag near a checkpoint leading to the
Demilitarized Zone where the summit was taking
place. One commenter on Naver said the summit
was positive, “but we can’t have blind faith”,
blaming Kim for the assassination of his half-
brother Kim Jong Nam in Malaysia last year. “We
believed them during the 2000 summit and were
hit in the head. We have to be open all possibili-
ties. We have to be wary because he is the guy
who killed his brother.” —AFP

SEOUL: A man walks past a newspaper featuring a front page story about the summit between South Korean
President Moon Jae-in and North Korean leader Kim Jong Un, on a sidewalk in Seoul yesterday. —AFP

Kim’s security: ‘Not 
even an ant can 
pass through’
SEOUL: When Pyongyang’s leader Kim Jong Un
came down the steps towards the inter-Korean
border Friday he was escorted by a phalanx of
bodyguards carefully chosen for their fitness,
marksmanship, martial arts skills and even looks.
Men in sharp suits and matching blue and white
striped ties fanned out ahead of and around Kim
as he approached the Military Demarcation Line
for a historic handshake with his Southern coun-
terpart Moon Jae-in.  Some of the men had
bulging pockets. 

All sported red North Korean lapel badges
and the curly-wired earpieces beloved of the US
Secret Service. As the leader left after the morn-
ing session of talks, a dozen of them were given a
pre-lunch work-out, jogging alongside and
behind Kim’s official car to form a human shield,
ties flapping as they ran. North Korea is one of
the world’s most tightly-controlled societies, but
even so security for its leader is iron-clad.
Foreigners attending any event where Kim will be
present must go through hours of security proce-

dures beforehand, and surrender all electronics,
including phones.

The Guard Command, the military unit tasked
with ensuring the safety of the leadership, is an
elite institution close to the centre of North
Korean power it provides the centerpiece dis-
play of the annual kimjongilia and kimilsungia
flower festivals in Pyongyang to honor Kim’s
father and grandfather. Ri Yong Guk, a defector
from the North who served on a security detail
for Kim Jong Il, wrote in a 2013 memoir that as
many as six different layers of security guards
protected the leader on trips to the countryside
to inspect military units, plants or farms. “It is
one of the world’s tightest security blankets
through which even a single ant would find it
hard to go,” he wrote.

The arrangements for the current leader are
reportedly even tighter, and during a military
parade marking the 70th anniversary of the foun-
dation of its regular armed forces in February,
Pyongyang paraded three kinds of security units
dedicated to protecting Kim’s life. Kim was
repeatedly seen accompanied by a stout military
general in uniform with a holstered gun. The pro-
tection afforded to the Kim family was also on
display when the leader’s sister Kim Yo Jong vis-
ited the South for the Pyeongchang Winter
Olympics, accompanied by tall bodyguards with
crew cuts, sunglasses and earpieces.

‘Scariest place on Earth’
Former US president Bil l  Clinton once

described the Demilitarized Zone that divides
the peninsula and where Friday’s summit was
being held as “the scariest place on Earth”.
Despite its name, the DMZ is among the most
heavily fortified areas on the planet. Around
50 kilometers (30 miles) north of the South
Korean capital Seoul, the four-kilometer-wide
space stretches for 250 kilometers across
Korea and bristles with electric fences, mine-
fields and anti-tank barriers.  

At the joint security area at Panmunjom
the two sides, technically still at war, come
face-to-face, with stern South Korean
guards-also chosen for their  height and
looks-standing stock still only meters from
the North Korean positions. Soldiers are per-
mitted to carry only sidearms in the area, but
it is an open secret that both sides have larg-
er weapons stashed nearby for use in case of
emergencies. In November a North Korean
soldier defected under a hail of automatic
rifle fire from his comrades. Back in 1984, a
22-year-old Soviet tourist bolted from North
to South at Panmunjom, triggering a gun bat-
tle in which three pursuing North Korean sol-
diers were ki l led, along with a Southern
trooper, although defector Vasily Matuzok
was unharmed. —AFP

‘No longer a 
hermit’: S Koreans
fascinated by
North Korea’s Kim 
SEOUL: South Koreans yesterday
pored over every detail of a historic
summit in the Demilitarized Zone,
transf ixed by an extraordinary
charm offensive by the North’s
leader Kim Jong Un. Kim’s public
appearance at the summit, beamed
live to millions in the south, was for
many the first prolonged exposure
to an authoritarian figure revered in

his secretive nation but shrouded in
mystery.

South Koreans and the world
have long viewed him with a mixture
of ridicule and fear, becoming used
to the sight of him presiding over
missi le launches and mil i tary
parades, but it was a very different
Kim that took to the world stage on
Friday. The 30-something leader was
on his best behaviour, frequently
flashing a smile, making humorous
remarks and patting children as ten-
derly as any election-seeking politi-
cian in the West.”I heard Kim Jong
Un making a joke and hearing that
made me realize that he is also just a
human being,” Choi Hyun-ah, a 24-
year-old events planner said. —AFP


