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New balance of terror: Why 
N Korea clings to its nukes
Pyongyang testing ballistic missiles faster than ever

This undated picture released on May 28, 2017 shows North Korean leader Kim Jong-Un (center in white shirt) watching the test of a
new anti-aircraft guided weapon system organized by the Academy of National Defense Science at an undisclosed location. —AFP

PYONGYANG: Early one winter
morning, Kim Jong Un stood at a
remote observation post overlook-
ing a valley of rice paddies near the
Chinese border. The North Korean
leader beamed with delight as he
watched four extended range Scud
missiles roar off their mobile
launchers, comparing the sight to a
team of acrobats performing in uni-
son. Minutes later the projectiles
splashed into the sea off the
Japanese coast, 1,000 km from
where he was standing.

It was an unprecedented event.
North Korea had just run its first
simulated nuclear attack on an
American military base. This scene
from March 6, described in govern-
ment propaganda, shows how the
North’s seemingly crazy, suicidal
nuclear program is neither crazy nor
suicidal. Rather, this is North Korea’s
very deliberate strategy to ensure
the survival of its ruling regime.

Back in the days of Kim Il Sung,
North Korea’s “eternal president”
and Kim Jong Un’s grandfather, the
ruling regime decided it needed
two things to survive: Reliable,
long-range missiles and small, but
potent, nuclear warheads. For a
small and relatively poor country,
that was, indeed, a distant and
ambitious goal. But it detonated its
first nuclear device on Oct 9, 2006.

Today, North Korea is testing
advanced ballistic missiles faster
than ever - a record 24 last year
and three in just the past month.
With each missile and each nuclear
device,  it  becomes a better
equipped, better trained and bet-
ter prepared adversar y.  Some
experts believe it might be able to
build a missile advanced enough
to reach the United States’ main-
land with a nuclear warhead in
two to three years.

So forget, for the moment, how
erratic Kim Jong Un and his gener-
als may seem. North Korea conduct-
ed two nuclear tests last year; one
was of the strongest nuclear device
it has ever detonated and the other,
Pyongyang claims, of its first H-
bomb. The US for its part is also
escalating - in an explicit warning to
Pyongyang, it successfully shot a
target ICBM launched from a Pacific
island out of the sky with a
California-based interceptor missile
on Tuesday.

The question is this: if war breaks
out and North Korea launches a
pre-emptive nuclear strike on an
American military base in Japan -
for real - would the US recoil and
retreat? Would it strike back, and
risk losing Washington DC in a sec-
ond wave of nuclear attacks? For
Pyongyang, forcing Washington to
seriously weigh that calamity is a
win. And it may become a real-
world possibility on President
Donald Trump’s watch.

Rising from the Rice Paddies
The 7:36 am launch on March 6

was conducted in North Pyongan
Province near North Korea’s Sohae
Satellite Launching Center. It sent
the four Scuds into the ocean 300 to
350 km from the coast of Japan.
Reporting on it the next day, North
Korea’s Rodong Sinmun, the ruling
party’s newspaper, stated it was not
a test to see if the missiles would
work, but rather a “drill” to train the
troops who will “strike the bases of
the US imperialist aggressor forces
in Japan in a contingency.”

To back that up, the North

released several photos of Kim in a
black overcoat holding a plastic
pointer to a map laid out on a
wooden table that showed the
missiles’ flight path and other data.
Analyst Jeffrey Lewis and his col-
leagues at the Center for
Nonproliferation Studies in
Monterey, California, quickly real-
ized the Scuds were on a trajectory
that,  with a simple southerly
tweak, would have sent them rain-
ing down on Marine Corps Air
Station, Iwakuni.

Iwakuni, located 50 km south-
west of Hiroshima on the southern
tip of Japan’s main island, is home
to some 10,000 U.S. and Japanese
personnel. It was used as a staging
area during the 1950-53 Korean
War, when it was called the
“Gateway to Korea” by US and U.N.
forces, and continues to be one of
the largest and most important US
military facilities in Japan.

Such an attack wouldn’t need to
be nuclear to be effective. The
deadly Sarin nerve agent or some
other chemical weapon could also
cause tremendous casualties. But

training a nuclear attack on
Iwakuni had a special psychologi-
cal twist for those who follow the
ceaseless military game of cat and
mouse in the region. North Korea’s
media stressed Kim was accompa-
nied at the launch by nuclear
weapons specialists.

“Before the Iwakuni simulation
strike, US and South Korean forces
were conducting joint military
drills, which involved F-35s based
out of Iwakuni,” said analyst David
Schmerler, who works with Lewis.
“As the US and South Korea were
practicing their military drills in the
event of a conflict on the peninsula,
the North Koreans, in turn, prac-
ticed their strike plans”. The US-
South Korea drills reportedly
included an F-35 stealth fighter
“decapitation strike” on Kim Jong
Un and his top lieutenants. Kim,
apparently, was practicing how to
take them out first.

Why This Could All Go 
Nuclear: Three Scenarios

The Cold War concept of “mutu-
ally assured destruction” that kept
the United States and the Soviet
Union from attacking each other
requires a “balance of terror” to
encourage restraint: Once each
side has attained a certain level of
destructive power, neither will
attack because they are convinced
that neither will survive. North
Korea doesn’t have that assurance.

If a war were to break out now, it
could very well  be destroyed.
That’s the way things have been for
decades.

But here’s where the urgency
comes in for the United States and
its allies. If North Korea succeeds in
building nuclear-tipped ICBMs that
can reach the U.S. mainland, the
dynamic in a contingency would be
highly volatile. A nuclear-armed
North Korea would have a strong
incentive to go nuclear quickly and
go nuclear first if it believed, cor-
rectly or not, that it was about to be
attacked. But that also would
increase Washington’s first-strike
incentive, since it doesn’t want its
strategic advantage taken away by
a surprise attack on its own cities or
military bases.

So both sides have good reason
to be trigger happy. Bruce Bennett,
a leading North Korea expert and
senior defense analyst with the
RAND Corporation, offers these pos-
sible scenarios:

• Consider a case in which North
Korea has a stockpile of nuclear
warheads and the ability to launch

them from submarines or remote,
hard-to-detect sites on land.
Fearing an attack from the US, it
launches a pre-emptive nuclear
strike on the South Korean port of
Busan, then tells the United States
that if there is any nuclear retalia-
tion, it will fire nuclear weapons at
US cities. Would Donald Trump, or
whoever follows him, back away?
Would he risk losing Los Angeles, or
Chicago, to defend America’s allies?

• Or North Korea tries another
ballistic missile launch like the one
on March 6. This time, just before
the missiles hit the water near
Japan, a nuclear weapon on one or
more of the missiles detonates,
downing a few commercial aircraft
or sinking some cargo ships. This
would convince the world that Kim
Jong Un has a real nuclear arsenal
and isn’t shy about using it. Would
Trump react with a nuclear attack
on North Korea?

• Now, picture war breaking out
on the Korean Peninsula. North
Korea, to convince the United States
not to intervene, launches an ICBM
that appears to be coming down
short, well west of California. But on
the way down it bursts in a nuclear
explosion, possibly causing some
damage to U.S. territory. Pyongyang
then threatens more serious dam-
age to the United States if there is
any nuclear retaliation or U.S. inter-
vention in the conflict. Is the US
president going to risk millions of

people dead and major cities
destroyed? “With the weight of his-
tory on his shoulders, how would a
US president respond?” Bennett
asks. “How should he respond?”

Goose-Stepping to 
the ‘Final Victory’

It’s mid-morning on April 15, the
“Day of the Sun,” the 105th anniver-
sary of Kim Il Sung’s birth. Some
100,000 North Koreans are amassed
in Kim Il Sung square waving plastic
bouquets and holding up lettered
cards to create designs like the rul-
ing party ’s hammer, sickle and
brush logo when seen from the bal-
cony of the Grand People’s Study
House. That’s where Kim Jong Un is
standing. Kim watches as military
units from each branch of his mil-
lion-man armed forces goose-step
by in what North Koreans like to call
“single-minded unity”. He then
smiles and applauds at the most
varied array of missiles and their
transport vehicles the North has
ever displayed.

The message of the parade, held
before reporters from all over the
world, is clear. North Korea is, or is
near to being, able to launch a pre-
emptive strike against a regional
target. It is preparing to withstand a
retaliatory follow-up attack if it
does, and it is building the arsenal it
needs to then launch a second
wave of strikes, this time at the US
mainland. Unlike the Soviet Union,
North Korea can’t annihilate the
United States. But if it can clear
those three steps, it could conceiv-
ably destroy a major US military
base in the region or a city on the
US mainland.

This vision of a new “balance of
terror” built to its crescendo as six
submarine-launched “Pukguksong”
missiles and their land-based
cousin, the “Pukguksong 2”, rum-
bled through the square.
Submarines are the ultimate stealth
weapon, mobile and notoriously
hard to find. North Korea is believed
to have one experimental ballistic
missile submarine, and this missile
would go in its silos. The
Pukguksong 2, meanwhile, repre-
sents advances on the ground. It
uses solid fuel, which means it can
be stored and hidden, is ready for
rapid launch and fits on a transport
vehicle that can be deployed off-
road in rough terrain. Kim Jong Un
has ordered it be mass produced.

The big reveal came next. No
one really knew what it was until, in
its first flight test a month later on
May 14, it was sent an astounding
2,111 km in altitude - higher than
satellites in low Earth orbit. I t
remained airborne for 30 minutes
before plunging to the Pacific. With
great fanfare, the North’s media
declared it the “perfect weapon sys-
tem” capable of carrying a “large-
size heavy nuclear warhead”.

Many analysts believe the mis-
sile - which the North calls
“Hwasong 12” - could be a stepping
stone to the ICBM North Korea
needs to attack the US mainland.
Kim Jong Un was on hand for its
early morning launch, too. He
hugged his elated rocket scientists
and, according to his official media,
claimed he can now hit the United
States with an “all-powerful means
for retaliatory strike”. That is brava-
do. For now. The missile’s estimated
striking range is 4,500 km, give or
take. But, put another way, it ’s
halfway to Chicago. —AP

SEOUL: The equestrian daughter of South
Korea’s “Rasputin”, whose lavish lifestyle in
Europe was allegedly funded by millions of
dollars in bribes, returned home yesterday
to face questioning by prosecutors investi-
gating an influence-peddling scandal that
has rocked the country. Chung Yoo-Ra is
the daughter of Choi Soon-Sil, the close
confidante of impeached ex-president Park
Geun-Hye and the woman at the heart of
the scandal which toppled Park. 

Choi - dubbed “the female Rasputin” for
her strong influence over Park - is on trial
along with the ex-president. Prosecutors
say cash for Chung’s equestrian training
came from electronics giant Samsung,
which had handed over the money as part
of an attempt to curry favor with her pow-
erful mother. Chung, who was arrested by
Danish police in January for overstaying
her visa, dropped her appeal against extra-
dition from Denmark last week.

She was arrested on a Korean Air flight
from Amsterdam early yesterday and was
escorted off the plane at Incheon by a team
of prosecutors to face a handful of journal-
ists and television cameras. She is accused
of receiving bribes from Samsung, illegally
moving money abroad and violating South
Korean laws on the handling of foreign cur-
rency during her stay in Europe. “I thought
it was best to tell my side of the story and
resolve the misunderstandings,” said
Chung, 20, adding she had no knowledge
of the “special treatment” she allegedly
received. “I know nothing about what went
on between my mother and the former
president, but I feel I was wronged.”

Park was kicked out of office in March
amid public disgust at the influence of
money on South Korean politics. Park and
Choi are on trial for allegedly accepting or
seeking millions of dollars in bribes from
the country’s huge conglomerates, includ-
ing Samsung. Samsung heir Lee Jae-Yong is
being tried separately while Shin Dong-Bin

- the chairman of retail giant Lotte, the
South’s fifth-biggest conglomerate - also
stands accused.

The spiralling investigation has now
caught up with Chung, who was also
allegedly granted a place at the prestigious
Ewha Womans University and given top
grades thanks to her mother’s intervention.
In highly competitive South Korea, admis-
sion to one of a handful of elite universities
is seen as vital to a student’s future and any
perceived unfairness in the procedure
sparks anger. Following months of protest
by Ewha students, the school cancelled
Chung’s admission. 

“I never attended classes so I accept the
cancellation of my admission,” said Chung,
who is also accused by prosecutors of
obstructing business at the school. “I don’t
even know what my major is and I never
wanted to go to university so I have noth-
ing to say about it but I’m sorry,” she added,
before being taken to Seoul Prosecutors’
Office for questioning.

Prosecutors said yesterday they intend
to seek a seven-year jail term for Choi for
her involvement in Chung’s illicit admis-
sion, while they said the former dean of
Ewha - who has been arrested - could serve
five years in prison. Sentencing for Choi on
this charge was set for June 23. Choi could
face decades in jail if convicted of other
charges against her in a separate trial.
These include abuse of power, coercion
and bribery. Choi told a court yesterday she
hoped people would forgive her daughter,
saying: “Yoo-Ra is not such a bad person. I
hope people forgive her so that she may
live the rest of her life in a right manner.”

Cosy and corrupt ties between South
Korea’s business and political elites have
endured for decades. But the trial of Park
and Choi could shed new light on the links
between Park and the bosses of the family-
run conglomerates that dominate Asia’s
fourth-biggest economy. —AFP

Daughter of ‘Rasputin’ 
returns to face charges

INCHEON: Chung Yoo-Ra (center), the daughter of Choi Soon-sil - the close con-
fidante of impeached ex-president Park Geun-Hye, answers questions from the
press after arriving at Incheon International Airport yesterday. — AFP

In this photo from March 2016, Li Zhao is seen at a scenic spot in Nanzhang
county, Xianyang city, in central China’s Hubei province. —AP 

BEIJING: An activist investigating working condi-
tions at a supplier for Ivanka Trump’s fashion brand
in China has been detained, his NGO said yesterday,
putting a fresh spotlight on Chinese business activi-
ties linked to the US presidential family. Two other
men working on the investigation have been miss-
ing since Sunday, according to China Labor Watch, a
New York-based non-government-organization. “In
17 years (since our organization was founded), we
have done countless such investigations and have
never had any problems,” the group’s director, Li
Qiang, told AFP. “But this is the first time we’ve inves-
tigated Ivanka Trump (manufacturers), so it may
very well be related to the brand.”

Ivanka Trump is US President Donald Trump’s
daughter and a White House adviser, whose fash-
ion brand sells clothing, footwear and accessories.
Her husband, Jared Kushner, has joined her as a
top aide to the US president and his own family
business has come under scrutiny over its financial
dealings in China. Trump lambasted Beijing over
its trade practices during the US presidential cam-
paign, but he has established a friendly rapport
with President Xi Jinping since they met at the US
leader’s Mar-a-Lago resort in April along with
Kushner and Ivanka Trump. “We appeal to
President Trump, Ivanka Trump herself, and to her
related brand company to advocate and press for
the release of our activists,” Li said.

Hua Haifeng, 36, has been held by police and
accused of illegally using “eavesdropping equip-
ment,” said Li, who rejected the accusation. The
father-of-two was working undercover with the
two other men, Li Zhao and Su Heng, in Jiangxi
province. Deng Guilian, Hua’s wife, told AFP her
husband had planned to return to their home for a

holiday earlier this week. She said she was notified
of his arrest, but not where he was being held, on
Tuesday in a phone call from a Jiangxi public secu-
rity bureau.

Amnesty International said Hua was detained
by mainland police last week after he tried to trav-
el to Hong Kong to publicize the findings of his
investigation. “The trio appear to be the latest to
fall foul of the Chinese authorities’ aggressive cam-
paign against human rights activists who have any
ties to overseas organizations, using the pretense
of ‘national security,’” said William Nee, China
researcher at the human rights group.

‘Extremely worrying’ 
Li said the activists were probing two factories

owned by major footwear producer Huajian
Group - one in the city of Dongguan in southern
Guangdong province, the other in Jiangxi’s
Ganzhou. They discovered that employees were
required to work overtime while being paid less
than the minimum wage, according to Li, who
alleged that the factory issued fake pay slips that
showed wages greater than the workers’ actual
compensation. Aside from Ivanka Trump, the fac-
tory also manufactures products for Coach, Nine
West, Karl Lagerfeld, and Kendall + Kylie, Li said.

Huajian Group, the Ivanka Trump brand and
police in Ganzhou did not immediately respond to
requests for comment. A spokesman for the com-
pany told AFP in October that it had made about
100,000 pairs of Ivanka Trump-branded shoes over
the years. Huajian president Zhang Huarong also
told AFP at the time that the company was moving
production to Africa, saying “some manufacturers
can’t even survive in China anymore”. —AFP

Activists probing Ivanka 
China supplier detained

In this April 15, 2017 file photo, Kim Jong Un is seen in sil-
houette as he waves during a military parade in Pyongyang
to celebrate the 105th birth anniversary of Kim Il Sung, his
grandfather. —AP


